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                The year was 1962 and the brief period of increased communication between 

the United States and the Soviet Union was drawing to a close. Successfully, if slowly, 

over the previous six years, Khrushchev’s “Thaw” been easing many of the harsh barriers 

on freedom and communication that had been set in place by Stalin. The effective de-

Stalinization of the country allowed for the West to re-open the window for dialogue, and 

both parties were anxious to begin a conversation. Their readiness to exchange ideas soon 

became structured in the form of the Cultural Exchange Agreement, a contract between 

the United States that would facilitate and regulate the exchange of art forms, media, 

scholars, and intellectual property between the two countries. Signed in 1958, the 

agreement had been facilitating artistic exchange for four years before it arranged the 

most important performing arts exchange of the agreement; the New York City Ballet for 

the Bolshoi Ballet in 1962.  

 

                The opening of artistic avenues in response to the Cultural Exchange 

Agreement, as well as improved relations between the Soviet Union and the West, helps 

paint a picture of the artistic climate facing the New York City in 1962. The film Bye Bye 

Birdie, released in 1963, features a climatic scene in which a visiting Soviet ballet 

company must speed up its performance in order to make room for a Rock n’ Roll singer 

on the most popular show in the United States. Rudolf Nureyev, the famous Soviet ballet 

dancer, defected to the west in 1961, creating a media frenzy that threw the Soviet ballet 

world into the center of the Cold War conversation. And perhaps most importantly, in 

1958, Van Cliburn, an American pianist from Texas, shocked the Soviets and the world 

by winning the first ever International Tchaikovsky Piano Competition in Moscow. The 
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Soviets had launched Sputnik into orbit a year earlier on October 4, 1957, igniting the 

space race. Riding the high of their victory in the sciences, the Soviets established the 

International Tchaikovsky Piano Competition to highlight its superiority in the arts. Their 

plans were foiled, however, when Van Cliburn took home first prize. Newspapers in 

America called him the ‘American Sputnik’1 and he was met with a ticker tape parade in 

New York City upon his arrival home (the only artist to receive such a welcome). His 

image graced the cover of Time magazine on May 19th, 1958 with the caption “The 

Texan who conquered Russia.” 2 These three very visible examples of Soviet- American 

interactions highlight a greater truth about art and politics at this time; accomplishments 

in the arts held considerable authority in the realm of politics and popular culture.  

 

           For two countries battling for world hegemony, a success in any realm— the arts, 

sports, science or geopolitics— was important. An event like Van Cliburn winning the 

Tchaikovsky Piano Competition, therefore, held particular significance. It illustrated to 

the Soviet people that Westerners were not the philistine bourgeoisie capitalists that 

socialist propaganda had made them out to be. ‘High’ art, music and dance were 

engrained into Soviet culture and very much a part of their cultural thread. The Soviets 

were responsive to achievements in the ‘high’ arts and respected their place in society. 

The Americans on the other hand, had greater interest in the popular culture of the day. 

Van Cliburn’s achievement in the “high” arts, therefore, gained considerable respect for 

the people of the United States. As written in a recent article reflecting on the trip, “With 

his Moscow victory, Cliburn became something of a diplomat, striking a chord that 

                                                
1 “Van Cliburn; American Sputnik returns to Orbit.” Milwaukee Standard. 5 Aug 1994. Print. 
2 “Music: The All-American Virtuoso.” Time Magazine. 19 May 1958.  



3 

connected common people from two countries that were bitter enemies.” 3 A man born 

cultural-light years away in Texas was able to play the masters of classical Russian music 

better than the Soviets themselves. In doing so, Cliburn accrued legions of adoring Soviet 

fans and built a bridge between the two contesting countries. 

 

              This dichotomy in the status of ‘high’ arts in the cultures can also be seen in the 

reaction of Khrushchev to Cliburn. It is said that during Cliburn’s concert in Moscow, 

Khrushchev was particularly moved by Cliburn’s performance of his favorite piece of 

music, Chopin’s F minor Fantasie. Even a poor peasant from Kalinovka loved Chopin 

and had knowledge of classical music. Furthermore, in a famous anecdote told about the 

outcome of the Tchaikovsky Piano Competition, the competition's judges asked 

Khrushchev if they could give first place to an American. Khrushchev replied, "Is he the 

best piano player? Then give it to him." Van Cliburn’s performance had surpassed the 

necessity to consider the politics of the award. 

 

              American leaders, on the other hand, are generally not so well abreast of 

classical music and the ‘high’ arts. During a recent White House Evening of Classical 

Music on November 6, 2009, President Obama told an anecdote about President 

Kennedy’s unfamiliarity with the world of classical music. It is told that Kennedy needed 

a signal from his wife, Jacqueline, to know when to applaud, a trait to which President 

                                                
3 “Van Cliburn: Treauring Moscow after 50 Years.” Weekend Edition Sunday. NPR. 1 March 
2008.  
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Obama likens his own knowledge, or lack thereof, of classical music. 4 Kennedy relied 

heavily on Jacqueline to keep him knowledgeable about the art world; he was much more 

comfortable on a skiff than in a concert hall. The point of these anecdotes is not to depict 

America as devoid of appreciation for the arts. Rather, its purpose is to highlight the 

deeply engrained respect for the ‘high’ arts that not even the creatively barren Soviet 

Union in the 60s could destroy. The reaction of the Soviet people to Van Cliburn’s 

performance— the adoring fans, the multiple encores at each performance and the fervor 

that swept the country— indicate a greater reality about art in the Soviet Union and 

Russia that we will see highlighted as we explore the New York City Ballet’s trip to 

Moscow.  

 

             Social Realism, the idea that art was meant to glorify the state and the proletarian 

struggle, had been the only acceptable art form in the Soviet Union, since Stalin 

institutionalized it in 1934. In the early sixties, however, this stronghold begins to loosen. 

In 1962, there were exhibits by modern artists Marc Chagall and Fernand Leger, One Day 

in the Life of Ivan Denisovich was finally published, and Igor Stravinsky, whose music 

had been banned for the past forty years, made his triumphant return to his childhood 

home of Saint Petersburg. New art forms were seeping past the previously steadfast 

shields of the iron curtain and affecting the Soviet people in new and wonderful ways. By 

the time the New York City Ballet appeared on stage in the Kremlin on October 9th, 

1962, the Soviet public was more ready to accept the company’s modern aesthetic and 

maybe even to understand it. In the words of Elizabeth Souritz, a great ballet critic and 
                                                
4 “President Obama Opens White House Evening of Classical Music.” November  6th, 2010. 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/photos-and-video/video/president-obama-opens-white-house-
evening-classical-music?category=93 
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writer from Russia, “People have [sic] tasted freedom and thirsted for more. Those 

connected with the arts wanted to see behind the Iron Curtain.” 5 

 

            The atmosphere of increasing openness and eagerness for artistic exchange in the 

Soviet Union is in part what made the cultural exchange of the New York City Ballet for 

the Bolshoi Ballet so important. People were ready for something fresh, and George 

Balanchine, head choreographer of the New York City Ballet, was creating ballets of a 

like never before seen or heard of in the USSR. The staging of his ballets on the great and 

iconic stages of Russia— the Bolshoi and the Kirov (as well as the great but not quite 

iconic Palace of the Congresses in the Kremlin) – brought the conversation of balletic and 

political hegemony to the forefront. The Americans were about to challenge the Soviets 

in an arena where that had previously been uncontested- the ballet stage, and in response, 

the Soviet people engaged themselves in dialogue about art, and life in America. The 

Cultural Exchange Agreement was functioning exactly as planned. As Elizabeth Souritz 

remembers, “People were lined up by the Bolshoi waiting for hours, talking with friends 

and making friends.” 6 Not only did the New York City Ballet’s visit help to build bridges 

between the very detached American and Soviet publics, but it also helped bring the very 

splintered Soviet public together. Before Khrushchev’s thaw, a Soviet citizen would not 

have dared to discuss their opinions on an American ballet company for fear of being 

labeled an enemy of the state. Now, in the very public streets of Moscow, people could 

candidly discuss the merits of an American product. 

                                                
5 Souritz, Elizabeth. “From the Mariinsky to Manhattan and Back: What Balanchine Gained from 
Russia and What He Brought Back Home.” U of Michigan. 31 Oct 2003 
 
6 Souritz 
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        So what does this mean for the New York City Ballet’s visit to Moscow? In 1962, 

the warmer relations of artistic exchange had mixed with the cooling political relations of 

the two countries to create a tepid reception of the New York City Ballet. While the 

Soviet people were ecstatic, the government would have numerous qualms. Balanchine’s 

ballets would challenge the basic ideology of the Soviet Union. But we get ahead of 

ourselves. Before we can understand how the New York City Ballet’s trip affected 

relations between the United States and the Soviet Union, we must understand why this 

particular exchange, of this particular art form, was so important. What does the New 

York City Ballet’s presence on a Soviet stage signify for the Soviet people, government 

and ballet? American ballet and foreign policy? And how did an ex-patriate Georgian 

who grew up in Saint Petersburg end up the prodigal son of Russian ballet, returning to 

his childhood home with arguably the greatest and most innovative ballet company in the 

world under his care. In order to gain an understanding, we must first take a look back at 

the history and significance of ballet in Russia.  

 

A Brief History of Ballet 

 

              Ballet came to Russia in the early 18th century at the initiative of Peter the Great. 

After spending his young adulthood in Sweden observing the ways of the Western world, 

Peter the Great returned with dreams of transforming Russia, the newly-built Saint 

Petersburg at the helm, into a veritable West European country. One of the methods that 

Peter the Great used to create a more European court was to invoke the traditions of the 
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stately assemblies and court dances practiced in France, Italy, and Sweden at that time. 

These assemblies and court dances were a tradition of the absolute monarchies like that 

of Louis the XIV. Peter the Great created a Teatralnaia khoromina (Theatre room) in the 

Winter Palace where great masquerades, balls and other revelries took place.7 These 

masquerades began as shows of opulence and excess, with great scores of people 

weaving intricate patterns with their bodies in fashion with the popular social dances of 

that time. Providing a chance for the state to display its rich culture and its prodigious 

wealth, it is here, at the very beginning of ballet, that we first see ballet and politics 

crossing paths. These rich shows were put on to celebrate and solidify marriages between 

monarchies, impress imperial neighbors and even as acts of establishing legitimacy. 

Susan Au writes in Ballet & Modern Dance, “Louis XIII, having recently freed himself of 

the regency of his mother, Marie d’ Medici, and the various court conspiracies against 

him, was anxious to establish his authority as king, and chose the court ballet as a 

memorable means of announcing his intentions.”8 It is important to note the influence of 

the court dance over the political realm, an influence so great that it was used to assert 

political dominance. Peter the Great would replicate this idea, only this time to establish 

Russia’s legitimacy on the global stage.  

 

            At this point in time, however, performances in the courts of Louis XIII and later 

in Peter the Great’s could only be considered ballet in its nascent form. It would not be 

until the late 18th century and the early 19th century that one could recognize our modern 

notion of ballet. The foundations for a more professional and artistic approach to ballet in 

                                                
7 Roslavleva, Natalia. Era of the Russian Ballet. London: Victor Gollancz, 1966. p 20 
8 Au, Susan. Ballet and Modern Dance. New York: Thames and Hudson, 1958. p 15 
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Russia were laid in 1732, when Catherine the Great approved the creation of the Imperial 

School of Ballet located in the Imperial Palace. For the next 185 years, the dancers at the 

Imperial School of Ballet would be considered members of the tsarist court, officially 

marrying ballet to the state apparatus. The first “ballet” performance in Russia took place 

in 1736 when Francesco Araja’s opera La Forza dell’ amore e dell’odio was shown at 

court with a balletic finale featuring over 100 Russian ballet dancers— it was the 

beginning of professional ballet in Russia. From this point onward, ballet would continue 

to develop technically and aesthetically in Russia. By the end of the 19th century, the 

capital of ballet had shifted from Paris eastward to Saint Petersburg.  

 

         Marius Petipa, a French ballet master hired in 1847 to be the Premier Maître de 

Ballet of the Saint Petersburg Imperial Ballet and later the Premier Maître of the Imperial 

Theatre, helped make Saint Petersburg the new capital of ballet. A one man French-

Italian-Russian ballet contingent, Petipa revived the three-act, Romantic period story 

ballets and laid the foundation for the Russian school of ballet that would produce world-

class teachers and choreographers for years to come. The climax of his long career in 

Russia would see the creation of our most widely known ballets— Sleeping Beauty, Swan 

Lake, and the Nutcracker— on which he collaborated with Pyotr Ilych Tchaikovsky, the 

Russian composer who would take ballet scores to new artistic heights, and Lev Ivanov, 

another Russian ballet master who provided choreography for the Nutcracker and Swan 

Lake. Suddenly, the ballet world’s eyes were concentrated on the Russians. The evolution 

of the art form in Russia, in conjunction with the regression of quality of ballets produced 

in France and Italy by the end of the Romantic Period, set the stage for Russian 
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dominance in the ballet world. This was a title proudly held (and some would argue that 

it still is) by the Russians until it was challenged by a man of its own schooling, creating 

ballets in a country that previously had little to offer to the ballet world: Balanchine in the 

United States.  

 

Balanchine: An Introduction 

 

          The Balanchine aesthetic is inarguably original, but its roots may be traced back to 

his seminal Russian influences-- Marius Petipa, his time at the Mariinsky, Soviet 

Formalism and Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes.  At the age of nine, Balanchine became a 

product of the Russian school of ballet when he was accepted to the Imperial School of 

Ballet. Performing in such productions as Petipa’s Sleeping Beauty and Paquita, as well 

as Michele Fokine’s thoroughly-Russian Petrouchka, set to music by Igor Stravinsky, 

this period would have a profound influence on his choreography.9 Balanchine self-

identified the affect that Petipa and his time at the Mariinsky had on him. He said,  “You 

discover that what stays with you are the essential things. You discover what you are 

doing is really Petipa.” 10 When the Bolshevik Revolution took place in October of 1917, 

shuttering the Imperial Ballet and removing him from the care of the Tsar, Balanchine 

was thrown him into the streets where art was being experimented with on unprecedented 

levels. Young adulthood is one of the most formative periods of our life and Balanchine, 

at age thirteen, was about to leave the Mariinsky to enter the world of Soviet Formalism. 

 

                                                
9 Taper, Bernard. Balanchine. Berkely; University of California Press, 1996. 
10 By George Balanchine. San Marco Press: New York. 1984. p 26 
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             During the period of Formalism in Russia, Sergei Eisenstein revolutionized film, 

Kazimir Malevich produced White on White, and Vladimir Mayakovsky altered the way 

the world viewed poetry11. These artists shaped the artistic climate surrounding 

Balanchine and in a time when “artistic freedom was at its height,” they influenced the 

way Balanchine approached choreography12. Balanchine’s debut piece, La Nuit, caused a 

“minor furor” within the Imperial Theatre School and was described as a “scandal of 

eroticism”, revealing from a young age Balanchine’s penchant for exploring relationships 

on stage.13 Balanchine, just like Eisenstein, Mayakovsky and Malevich, added to the 

unprecedented level of artistic creativity in the 1920s, pushing the envelope and working 

with the unconventional. A quote regarding the synergy of the moving image (dance, 

film) and music similarly attributed to both Balanchine and Eisenstein reveals the 

influence of this period on him: In the words of Eisenstein, “I want people to see the 

music and hear the action,” while Balanchine wanted his audience to “see the music and 

hear the dance.14”   

 

        The next influential period of Balanchine’s life occurred while under the tutelage of 

Sergei Diaghilev of the Ballet Russes. While in the company, Balanchine worked with 

such impressive talents as Léonide Massine, Michel Fokine, Vaslav Nijinsky and 

Bronislava Nijinska. He traveled with the company for several years, learning to 

choreograph for large companies with corps de ballets, ensembles and soloists15. 

                                                
11 Taper, 56 
12 Bonnell, Victoria. Inconography of Power. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1997. p 4. 
13 Taper, 53 
14 Rimsky-Korsakov’s “The Maiden of Pskov.” WUOM: Michigan. 2 April 2009. 
15 Taper, p 81 
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Diaghilev always allowed him to create freely and often trusted his ideas, making him a 

balletmaster from 1924 until 1929. During this time, many of Balanchine’s ballets were 

quite successful, including Apollo (originally named Apollon Musagéte). Apollo  would 

lay the foundation for the creation of the Balanchine aesthetic, clean, pure shapes, 

pretzled arms and long, lean dancers, as well as mark the beginning of a long partnership 

with Stravinsky. 

 

         These three elements— Petipa and the Mariinsky, Russian Formalism and the 

Ballet Russes—are paramount to understanding why so many of Balanchine’s ballets 

were revolutionary. Ballets such as Agon, Episodes, Symphony in C, and Concerto 

Barrocco, lacked the elements that had previously defined ballet: elaborate costumes, 

scenery, plots, mime and traditional execution of classical choreography. Balanchine 

created movement for movement’s sake. In doing so, Balanchine created pared down 

versions of what we call ballet to the point that appeared alien on the Bolshoi stage in 

1962.  For the 30 years prior, Balanchine had been training ballerinas to dance faster, 

jump higher and execute with precision never seen before in order to achieve his original 

vision of ballet. The dancers would learn to engage audiences through their form rather 

than the plot of the ballet.   

 

          In Balanchine’s ballets, we also see the influence that African-American jazz and 

culture had on his choreography. In the 1920s and 30s, Balanchine worked with 

Josephine Baker, the famed American entertainer, as well as the tap-dance pioneers, the 

Nicholas Brothers. He would later incorporate the lessons he learned into his own ballets. 
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He cited Fred Astaire and the dances of Broadway and American musical theatre as a 

major influence on his choreography; “the male dancer I like to watch is an American: 

Fred Astaire. He is the most interesting, the most inventive, the most elegant dancer of 

our time."16 In many of Balanchine’s pieces, his dancers initiate movement from the hips, 

dance low to the ground, throw off their center of balance, dance to syncopated rhythms 

and extend their limbs in new positions, all qualities very much influenced by American 

jazz. Balanchine had no qualms about incorporating the popular dance forms into his 

ballets.  

 

         In juxtaposition, the aesthetic of the Soviet ballets of the early-60s dictated that the 

dancers tightly control their frames with an emphasis on symmetry and balance that was 

reminiscent of 19th century ballet technique. The Americans must have looked like either 

the geniuses that they were, or else alien on the Soviet stages in comparison. 

Balanchine’s focus on technique and form was in direct contrast to Soviet Social 

Realism. His contemporary in the Soviet Union, Yuri Nikolaievich Grigorovitch, was 

bound by the strict guidelines of Socialst Realism. His ballets like Legend of Love (1962) 

and Spartacus (1956), extolled the virtues of the Soviet state like support of the 

proletarian struggle, sacrifice for the community and the triumph over capitalism. Soviet 

choreographers like Grigorovitch attempted to move away from Social Realism and 

produce ballets that focused more on form than story, but they were not entirely 

successful. The restrictive nature of the Ministry of Culture as well as the lack of tools to 

experiment with, made for a poor creative environment. As Bernard Taper writes in his 

book Balanchine, Balanchine was not impressed with the advancements made in Soviet 
                                                
16 By George Balanchine, p 10 
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ballet. Upon seeing a performance of Golievsky’s, a leading Soviet choreographer, ballet 

Scriabiniana , Balanchine expressed his displeasure with the state of Soviet ballet. 

Balanchine felt the ballet contained the same ideas being examined in the 1920s before he 

left the Soviet Union and nothing original. No ballets being staged in the Soviet Union at 

that time or in the 40 years prior resembled was about to take stage in Moscow.  

     

            Upon stepping foot in Moscow in Ocober of 1962, Balanchine boldly remarked to 

a reporter waiting on the runway, “Russia was the home of romantic ballet. The home of 

classical ballet is now America.”17 The State Department was ignorant of the 

characteristics of Balanchine’s works, the nature of his history with the Soviet Union and 

his candid nature when it came to his country of birth. Essentially a defector from the 

Soviet Union and an outspoken adversary of the socialist system, Balanchine created a 

hidden factor in this particular exchange of the Cultural Exchange Agreement. The visit 

of his company was not like that of Benny Goodman or the Philadelphia Philharmonic 

earlier in 1962 who had no particular link to the Soviet Union. He had a history with the 

Soviet Union and a contested one at that. As we will see, this history would cause 

problems that the State Department had not predicted. Balanchine was a product of the 

Soviet Union that had “gone decadent” and did not represent the New Soviet Man, 

causing concern for many in the Soviet government. At the same time, he had achieved 

great things in an art form revered in the Soviet Union and therefore, some in the Soviet 

Union wanted to claim him as their own. The mixed attitudes towards Balanchine as a 

man as well as his choreography created unique circumstances for this particular 

                                                
17 Taper, p 278  
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exchange. The Soviet government would have to be especially aware of their rhetoric 

towards Balanchine. 

 

The Cultural Exchange Agreement 

 

Sergei Khrushchev, son of Nikita Khrushchev, once said; 

“It is hard for us now to imagine how distant we were from each other and how 

little we understood each other. Living on either side of the iron curtain, we knew 

nothing about each other. Diplomats and intelligence agents supplied their leaders 

with information, of course, but that was not enough to gain an understanding of 

the other side. We had to look into each other’s eyes.” 18 

And look into each other’s eyes they did. On January 27, 1958, Ambassador Llewellyn E. 

Thompson of the United States and Ambassador Mikhail A. Menshikov of the Soviet 

Union signed the first ever Cultural Exchange Agreement between the two countries. 

Often called the Lacy-Zarubin agreement due to the chief architects of the treaty, the 

agreement was designed to increase the flow of scholars, artists, entertainment and 

culture across the iron curtain divide.19 The treaty arose from the new international 

political atmosphere that emphasized interactions between the peoples of the Soviet 

Union and the Western world. Khrushchev manifested this idea in his theory of “peaceful 

co-existence”, which stated that the “naturally” antagonistic relationship between 

capitalistic and socialist countries should be re-examined and that it was possible for the 

                                                
18 Richmond, Yale. Cultural Exchange and the Cold War: Raising the Iron Curtain p 14 
19 Richmond, p 14. 
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two ideologies to work together20.  At the same time, Eisenhower’s vision of  “people to 

people” exchange emphasized interaction between the country’s respective populace 

without government interference.21  

 

           Acting on these newfound sentiments, the two quickly moved to set this type of 

interaction in motion. The two disagreed on the structure of the program— Eisenhower 

wanted small government involvement while the Soviets favored a formal, contractional 

agreement— but eventually the terms were agreed upon and the cultural exchange began. 

In the first four years of the exchange leading up to October 1962, Soviet citizens were 

able to see the Philadelphia Orchestra, the New York Philharmonic, the Paul Taylor 

Dance Company, American Ballet Theatre, New York City Ballet, the Robert Shaw 

Chorale, and Swing King Benny Goodman, among many.22 To the United States, the 

Soviets sent the Moiseyev Folk Dance Ensemble, the Bolshoi and Kirov Ballet, the 

Leningrad Philharmonic and the Ukrainian Dance Ensemble.23  

      

           The original copy of the Cultural Exchange Agreement does not explicitly mention 

the New York City Ballet or even the lateral exchange of ballet companies between the 

USA and the USSR. Rather, under section VIII, Exchange of Theatrical, Choral, and 

Choreographic Groups, Symphony Orchestras and Artistic Performers,  the treaty states 

that  

                                                
20 Aptheker, Herbert. "The Theory of Peaceful Coexistence". National Council of Soviet-
American Friendship. Horizons Research occasional paper. Pages 47-58  Hunter College in New 
York, on June 11, 1967 
21 Richmond, p 15 
22 Richmond, p 125-126 
23 Richmond, p 124  
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“The Ministry of Culture of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics will invite the 

Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra to visit the Soviet Union in May or June 1958 

and will send the ballet troupe of the Bolshoi Theatre of the Soviet Union, 

numbering 110-120 persons, to the United States in 1959 for a period of one 

month.” 24 

I highlight this passage because it illustrates the reverence held by the Soviets for the 

Bolshoi Ballet. On the other hand, the lack of an American ballet company in the contract 

tells us that either one of the representative parties did not consider an American ballet 

company worthy of the exchange. Since ballet was a strong thread in the Soviet cultural 

fabric, it only made sense for them to send the Bolshoi Ballet. Ballet culture in America, 

however, was still young and did not hold such clout in American hearts. This would not 

be a tit for tat exchange, and so the United States chose the Philadelphia Symphony 

Orchestra as the subject of the exchange. The lack of an American ballet company in the 

cotract also reveals the attitude towards the art form in American politics at that time. 

Ballet was not seen as one of the primary art forms that the country had to offer. There 

were several others like Swing King Benny Goodman or the Paul Taylor Dance 

Company that were considered more American in nature. 

 

           Further into the document, it states that the Soviet Union “will consider inviting a 

leading American theatrical or choreographic group in 1959.” 25 The Soviet Union, and 

not the United States, was the first party to initiate the exchange of an American ballet 

company. What else does the initial lack of an American ballet company tell us about the 

                                                
24 United States. Cultural Exchange Agreement Treaty between USSR and US. 28 January 1957. 
25 Cultural Exchange Agreement Treaty 
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Soviets attitude? First, it may reveal to us that the Soviet Union, considering itself the 

capital of the ballet world, may have been hesitant to invite an American company to the 

great stages of Petipa, Ivanov and Plisetskaya. These stages were revered and to many, 

performing on them was tantamount to performing in Mecca. Second, the presence of an 

American ballet company, such as the New York City Ballet, would be seen as a 

challenge in “home court.” The Soviet choreographers and dancers knew that their art 

form had evolved little under the restrictive nature of Socialist Realism and the Ministry 

of Culture. They knew that many of the defectors, the products of their great school of 

ballet like Rudolf Nureyev, had lent their expertise to the companies in the West26. The 

great White Russian exodus following the Bolshevik Revolution had also drained the 

Soviet Union of many of the artistic minds that would have become the innovative forces 

in their fields. These realities all added up to a stalemate of creativity in the world of 

Soviet ballet, while American companies were free to explore and innovate in the field.  

 

             This familiarity with ballet in the West is not to suggest, however, that the 

Soviets had knowledge of Balanchine pre-1962. On the contrary, they knew quite little. 

Elizabeth Souritz recalled that before the New York City ballet’s 1962 visit, it was next 

to impossible to find information on George Balanchine27. Soviet people simply did not 

know about the kinds of works being produced by the New York City Ballet. Popular 

newspapers at the time like Pravda and Isvestiia did not often run stories on ballet 

companies outside of the Soviet Union, and people had no other avenues for access to 

such information. The dearth of knowledge about American ballet, however, would soon 

                                                
26 Au, Susan. p 189 
27 Souritz.  



18 

change. The Soviets invited the American Ballet Theatre to perform in the Soviet Union 

in 1960, where they performed Themes and Variations, a Balanchine ballet that left the 

audiences in Moscow indifferent.28  The Soviet people would have to wait until 1962 to 

see a Balanchine piece performed by the company itself. The company would finally 

receive the invitation to perform in the Soviet Union in the winter of 1961.   

 

To Book a Tour 

    

          When the invitation came in the winter of 1961, it was not without considerable 

effort to all involved parties— booking the European tour of the New York City Ballet 

would prove to be a nightmare. There were the sets and costumes to be shipped, the rights 

to the music and the choreography to be had, and the modes of transportation, 

accommodations and meals of the dancers to be accounted for. There were the venues to 

book, set lists to compile and finally tickets to sell. Betty Cage, the general manager of 

the company, had to transplant the structured schedule of the professional ballet company 

to a foreign location: class in the morning, rehearsal in the afternoon and a performance 

at night. She had to keep track of when and where each dancer must be at any given hour 

and plan accordingly, seeing as transportation was an important and often contested part 

in the booking of the tour. Dancers needed considerable supervision on such tours. It was 

not unusual for dancers to enter a company at the age of sixteen or seventeen and they 

often lived very sheltered and secluded lives. For example, this tour marked an eminent 

principal dancer with the company, Suzanne Farrell’s, first tour with the company. 

                                                
28 Souritz 
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Pictures in the New York City Ballet archives reveal the sixteen-year old Farrell looking 

young and very innocent. Travel in the Soviet Union was not easy at this time and the 

inexperience of these dancers, like Farrell, added to the difficulty.  

 

            The complexity of booking the tour, however, was compounded by the unique 

and distinct agendas of the players involved in the tour. Sol Hurok, a Russophile 

balletomane of prodigious wealth and patron of the arts, was concerned solely with 

getting the Bolshoi Ballet to perform in the United States. His every move in the booking 

of the tour and in his meetings with the State Department, the American National Theatre 

and Academy (a non-profit theatre producer that supported U.S. shows abroad), the 

United States Information Services and the New York City Ballet was in pursuit of the 

conditions necessary to allow for the Bolshoi Ballet to appear at Lincoln Center in New 

York City. In juxtaposition, the State Department wished to use the New York City Ballet 

as a means of soft diplomacy in the Soviet Union and its satellite states. In 1962, soft 

diplomacy was not necessary in Western Europe and so they saw no need for the New 

York City Ballet to appear on any stage outside of countries like Ukraine, Poland, Latvia, 

Estonia, Georgia, etc. The State Department was solely concerned with the political 

benefits of the tour.  

 

           The New York City Ballet on the other hand, was solely concerned with artistic 

exchange. In 1962, the cultural centers of Europe were located in such cities as Moscow, 

Leningrad, London, Rome, Vienna and Paris— not Warsaw, Tiblisi and Kiev. A tour 

abroad was an expensive endeavor, and one that could not often be taken by the New 
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York City Ballet, who barely broke even in their accounts and often relied on grants and 

donations to survive. The New York City Ballet, therefore, wanted to maximize the 

utility of the tour by including in the schedule the region that offered the greatest arenas 

for artistic exchange—Western Europe. It is something to be said, therefore, of the 

strength of Betty Cage, general manager of the New York City Ballet, Lev Leonidoff, a 

sort of European foster-father to the company and manager of their European travels, and 

Vova Grigorieff, a former member of the Ballet Russes and a link to Europe for the 

company, that they were able to extract from the negotiations the type of tour that they 

wanted- the Soviet Union, Ukraine and Georgia to the East and Germany, Switzerland, 

Austria and England to the West.29 Sol Hurok and the State Department were certainly 

impressive adversaries to go up against, and it was not without great consternation to 

Cage, Leonidoff and Grigorieffi, as I will illustrate below, that the tour was ever 

achieved. 

 

           A better understanding of the complexity of booking a foreign tour can be reached 

when we look at some of the numbers involved in the 1962 tour. The company took 

eighteen different ballets, each needing its own sets and costumes.  The legal documents 

permitting the company to stage the ballets in certain cities on certain dates had to be 

drawn up by the company’s agent Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. Each time the ballets were to 

be performed the company had to pay a fee from $40 for Fanfare to $50 for Agon (this 

amounts to roughly $280 to $350 today) to their agent alone. Fees for the rights just to 

use the sets cost the company anywhere from $225 to $325 ($1600 to $2300 today). The 
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speculated cost of transportation alone was $170,000.00 (over $1,000,000).30 The 

administrative costs added up to $3,050.00 ($21,000) a week for just eight staff members, 

i.e. the doctor, interpreters, etc. A $10,000 ($70,000) weekly grant was all the State 

Department was offering through ANTA, which was largely insufficient to cover costs. It 

was not until Hurok agreed to contribute a large sum of money to the tour that it became 

feasible. Cage writes on April 25, 1962 that  

“Hurok has agreed to contribute $25,000 to the City Center towards the expenses 

of the European trip. He has also agreed to pay the difference between the 

$19,000 in the State Department grant for transportation and the total cost of our 

share of transportation. This could easily amount to $20,000 to $30,000 

depending on whether we will require cargo planes.” 31  

The New York City Ballet, the State Department and Sol Hurok all had much riding 

financially on the outcome of this tour, and naturally when these sums of money are 

involved tensions become high. The finances of the trip would continue to be a point of 

anxiety until the day of the trip.  

 

            The naturally slow pace of a bureaucratic system does not mix well with the 

timeline necessary for booking a European ballet tour. The State Department and the 

New York City Ballet first entered into dialogue about the trip in the winter of 1961/1962 

and it was not until September 1962 that the company would embark. The process was 

one of frequent miscommunications about wants and needs, as well as periods of 

uncertainty about its outcome. In a letter dated January 2, 1962 between Cage and 
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Grigorieff, Cage writes, “There is no news on the tour. We are going to give the State 

Department a deadline of January 10. If nothing happens by then we shall give up all 

thought of a tour for the spring.” 32 This futility was repeated again and again. On January 

15, 1962, Hebert Graf, an unidentified friend of the company, wrote to Betty Cage that 

the “tour of Europe in 1962 is less and less likely”33 in response to a telegram 

conversation with Lincoln Kirstein earlier that week that gave little hope for the outcome 

of the tour.   

 

            In March, Leonidoff even suggested to Cage that Balanchine request a private 

meeting with Jacqueline Kennedy to “put pressure on the State Department from a high 

level” to save the tour.34 Mrs. Kennedy made patronage of the arts a personal mission 

during her time as First Lady, and was personally interested in Balanchine’s attempt to 

build an American ballet company.  Earlier in 1961, Balanchine sent Mrs. Kennedy a 

letter extolling her role as “spiritual savior” of America and one who would bring the 

ideas of art and beauty back into preeminence.35 He hoped that together they would 

become lobbyists for the great art institutions of America and create an environment in 

which they flourished. Ultimately, the exact role of Mrs. Kennedy in the fruition of the 

tour is unknown, but it’s possible that she added to the stabilization of the tour. Two 

months after Balanchine was set to meet with Mrs. Kennedy, the discussion moved from 

the negotiation stage to the planning stage, and transportation, schedules and set lists 

began to materialize.  
                                                
32 Letter from Cage to Grigoriefff. 2 Jan 1962. New York City Ballet Archives   
33 Letter from Herbert Graf to Cage. 15 Jan 1962. New York City Ballet Archives 
34 Letter from Leonidoff to Cage. 24 March 1962. New York City Ballet Archives 
35 Joseph, Charles. Stravinsky and Balanchine: A journey of invention. Yale University Press. 
2002.  
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           As we examine the timeline of the New York City Ballet and State Department’s 

attempt to book the tour, we find that the countries involved in the tour became the 

greatest source of consternation for the two parties. This consternation was the result of 

differing approaches to the tour by Hurok, the State Department and the New York City 

Ballet. Hurok, in his single-minded attempt to get the Bolshoi Ballet to the United States, 

manipulated the New York City Ballet from the inception of the tour. Hurok is often best 

known for his promotion of the Bolshoi Ballet in the United States. He was responsible 

for their appearance in New York in 1959 and all subsequent visits, as well as the 

Moiseyev and Kirov in the 50s.36 Hurok was a great lover of Soviet culture and worked 

tirelessly to bridge the gap between art in the Soviet Union and art in the US until his 

death in 1974. He used to say, “So long as you sing and dance together there will be no 

bloodshed.”37 But despite his noble intentions for the betterment of US-Soviet relations, 

Hurok was still a businessman with a personal agenda.  

 

            Relying on his aid, therefore, was sometimes fruitless. Leonidoff relates to Betty 

the following sentiment; “I also understand that Hurok’s assurance of his help in cultural 

exchange with USSR, was a pack of lies.”  Hurok often used his connections in the State 

Department to influence the terms of the exchange. Cage writes,  

“We do not want to spend eight weeks in Russia, but the reason the State 

Department is asking for eight weeks is that Hurok wants the Bolshoi for eight 

weeks here and they say it must be a week-for-week exchange. Hurok has done 
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nothing on our behalf. The only reason he is interested at all is that he will not get 

the Bolshoi unless we (or some comparable group) goes to Russia.”38 

 

         Leonidoff and Cage knew that Hurok cared more for getting the Bolshoi to New 

York than sending the City Ballet to Europe and it would take some time before 

Leonidoff’s initial concerns with Hurok would be quelled. In the next correspondence 

between Cage and Leonidoff, Leondinoff informs Cage that Hurok had triumphantly met 

with the State Department and “after working very hard for me ”39 all year that they had 

finally decided to exchange the New York City Ballet for the Bolshoi Ballet in the spring, 

summer or the fall of 1962. It was later revealed however, that Hurok had little to do with 

the final outcome. Cage writes to Leonidoff, “By the way, Hurok did nothing for us. The 

agreement was concluded in Washington.”40 Huroks personal attempts had been of little 

use. The importance of securing the New York City Ballet by the State Department was 

inevitable and would have occurred with or without the help of Hurok; a claim that 

Bowman later admits himself in a conversation with Leonidoff.41  

             

             In February, Leonidoff wrote to Cage about the countries to be toured before the 

New York City Ballet’s performance in the USSR; “But you must insist that their choice 

of countries should be governed by the technical and artistic possibilities of the local 

theatres, as otherwise the presentation of the company could only result in bad cultural 
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propaganda for the USA, thus defeating their main aim42.” Leonidoff is shrewd to point 

this out. There is much at stake in the Cultural Exchange Agreement and the outcome of 

any artistic visit could easily tip to either side. Both countries wished for the exchange to 

be mutually beneficial, with each troupe sent to the respective countries performing 

splendidly and to great acclaim. To cause an imbalance in the exchange would create a 

possible point of tension between the two countries. The New York City Ballet was 

understandably concerned about performing in the satellite states of the Soviet Union, 

where the art form was not as evolved. The avant-garde works of Balanchine had not 

been well received when the London Royal Ballet and the American Ballet Theatre 

performed them in the two years proceeding.  

  

             Despite the fact that artistic exchange had increased in those two years, the 

artistic atmosphere in the Soviet Union was still unexplored in many realms. The 

company never gave up its concerns about performing in Eastern Europe and would hold 

its ground on a tour involving Western Europe until it got its way. On March 16, Cage 

writes,  

“I believe that in the end, they will have to give us what we want because they 

have concluded an agreement with the USSR which specifically names the New 

York City Ballet for 1962. The agreement has been given much publicity and if 

the State Department cannot deliver us they will be in a ridiculous position.”43 

Cage knew how to play the game just as well as Hurok or the officials at the State 

Department and knew what cards to play. As soon as the information about the 
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exchange went public, she knew that the power had shifted to the company’s hands. The 

State Department had to get the New York City Ballet or risk looking inept. The State 

Department would get the company to Moscow but it would be on the company’s terms.  

 

           Another area of concern during the booking process was the theatre in which the 

company would appear. In Moscow, there were two possible stages— the Kremlin Palace 

of the Congresses or the Bolshoi Theatre. Initially, Grigorieff was delighted with the idea 

of the company appearing on the Kremlin stage. Balanchine, however, knew that a 

performance in a theatre of that size (it seated 6,000) would not be conducive to his 

choreography. Those of his ballets that were set-less and had costumes of black leotards 

and pink tights would be lost upon the viewer in that large of a space. Grigorieff, on the 

other hand, took some time to realize the potential problems with that theatre. On 

February 3, 1962 he wrote to Cage,  

 “Another thing George mentioned was that one of the conditions for playing in 

Moscow is to appear at the Bolshoi Theatre. That is impossible because it is 

always occupied. Besides, Moscow is probably the only place in the world where 

it doe not really matter at which theatre you play, they are all equally good, and 

have full houses especially when it is a foreign company appearing. Incidentally 

the new Kremlin Theatre is magnificent44.” 

Grigorieff is correct to point out that the balletomanes that reside in Moscow would 

ensure packed houses when a foreign ballet company took the stage, but his delight with 

the Kremlin Theatre would soon change. In a letter dated July 9 Leonidoff begins to show 
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signs of disillusionment with a performance in the Kremlin Theatre. He calls the theatre a 

“huge barn, thoroughly unsuitable for ballet presentation.”45  

 

Later on, when the company would take the Kremlin stage, Allegra Kent, a 

principal dancer with the company, would have a similar reaction. In her memoir she 

writes, “Why did everything in the Kremlin have to be scaled to huge proportions? A 

huge amount of space would have to be covered when I ran the long diagonal of my very 

first entrance.”46 Leonidoff’s knowing eye correctly identified the issues that the dancers 

would have but his wishes to change venues would not be granted. The company would 

debut at the Bolshoi and then move to the Kremlin Theatre. This way, more people would 

be exposed to the company and the Bolshoi Theatre would not be tied up to host other 

events. In Leningrad, Balanchine wished to open at the Kirovsky (Mariinsky), seeing as it 

was the best in Leningrad, before moving to the larger theatre, the Lensoviet Theatre, in 

order to please the masses. Balanchine had deep connections to the Mariinsky, having 

spent much of his youth as part of the Imperial Theatre, and understood the theatre well.  

  

On August 3, Cage and Leonidoff received a letter from Terrence Catherman, a 

cultural attaché for the Foreign Service of the United States of America, with the 

confirmed bookings of the Kremlin Palace of the Congresses from October 9-25 and then 

the Bolshoi Theatre from October 26-28.47 Balanchine would not get his chance to 

perform on the stage of his youth, however. The New York City Ballet would be 

performing solely on the Lensoviet stage while in Leningrad. This deeply upsets Cage 
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who writes, “ I am furious about not getting the Kirov theatre as it seems an insult to 

Balanchine to not let him go back to his old theatre. He, however, does not care, so I 

can’t insist.”48 Balanchine’s lack of disappointment over not being able to perform on the 

iconic stage of his youth illustrates his apathy towards the Soviet Union. His sole concern 

was the proper staging of his ballets and the care of his dancers.  

 

The choice of theatre also determined the program and the order of the ballets. 

What ballet was performed in the Bolshoi would greatly differ from that of the Kremlin. 

Even in July, a mere two months before the company was set to depart, there was still 

uncertainty about theatres at which the company would perform. This may not seem like 

that short of a timeline, but when sets and costumes needed to be shipped transatlantic, 

programs printed out in foreign languages and castings to be made, it made for extremely 

stressful circumstances for the company. As Leonidoff wrote to Cage on July 23, “You 

realize of course that the opening program determines the success of the engagement for 

the rest of the tour.”49 The first performance would set the tone for each of the subsequent 

nights in any town of the tour, and so had to be scheduled with great care. The company 

would not want to alienate its audiences right off the bat, especially in Moscow, the first 

stop, in front of a crowd of 6,000 in the Kremlin Theatre. 

 

 Grigorieff and Leonidoff knew that all of the principal dancers should appear in 

the opening numbers and that the opening ballet should be one of Balanchine’s more 

“spectacular” ballets, or in other terms, ballets with costumes and sets more familiar to 
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the Soviet style.50 Leonidoff wrote to Cage in great concern over this issue as he saw it 

paramount to the success of the New York City Ballet as well as the goals of the Cultural 

Exchange for opening night to go smoothly. Leonidoff wrote, “ An article appeared in an 

important newspaper: ‘Sovietskaya Kultura’, in which it says that the Soviet Kirov’s 

Ballet from Leningrad was a complete flop at the Kremlin Theatre, in spite of the fact 

that the ballets they gave were elaborate productions, with a great deal of scenarios and 

crowds on stage. Apparently, it did not save the situation.” For a domestic company to do 

poorly in the Soviet Union had caused great alarm to Leonidoff. Either the state of ballet 

at the Kirov was that poor or else the stage was fundamentally detrimental to the staging 

of ballets. As we will see however, the size of the stage would have little affect on the 

success of the New York City Ballet. 

 

 Much can be revealed about the perceived state of the Soviet Union in the letters 

between Cage and Leonidoff. In a letter from Leonidoff, Cage had handwritten in the 

margins “Theatres must be heated during rehearsals as well as performances.”51 

Balanchine knew that conditions in the Soviet Union were less than ideal and that if left 

to their own devices, the Soviet government would cut costs where possible, even if it 

meant that world class dancers would be dancing in unheated theatres in the dead of the 

Russian winter.52 Later on, the issue of food would come up in many of the letters. 

Unsure about the quality and the quantity of the food that would be provided, many of the 

dancers wished to bring canned food with them to the Soviet Union. The dancers knew 
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that the necessity to supplement the food provided at the hotel was entirely plausible.53 

The effects of a planned economy often create shortages and for dancers who are 

naturally picky about their food, it created a high level of concern. It is revealed that 

surprisingly, there were not restrictions on food being brought into the Soviet Union at 

that time, but it would not be an issue. Leonidofff assured cage that both the quantity and 

quality of food provided would be entirely sufficient.54  

 

          Over the next several months, the details of the trip became finalized even as many 

still doubted the realization of the tour. In April, after much of the tour had been 

solidified, an article appeared in the Paris edition of the New York Herald Tribune that 

still showed uncertainty about the trip, claiming that financial issues would keep the tour 

from happening.55 This alarmed Cage and Leonidoff who began working on the tour with 

greater expediency and even greater stress. In a rare moment of personal reflection, 

Leonidoff admitted the toll that the stress of booking the tour had caused him, “You may 

as well know that my nervous system is dangerously near the snapping point.”56 Between 

the uncertainty of the trip, the financial woes, the booking of halls and hotels and dealing 

with the political games of the State Department and Hurok, it is no wonder that 

Leonidoff started to feel overwhelmed.  

                

                The financial issues were finally worked out, as stated earlier thanks to Hurok, 

and the countries were picked out: Germany, Switzerland, Austria, England, Russia and 
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Georgia. Travel arrangements and accommodations were made as the result of pages and 

pages of telegrams and letters exchanged between Cage, Leonidoff and Grigorieff. Each 

of the players had been placated with the outcome. Sol Hurok would get the Bolshoi 

Ballet, the State Department would send the company to Ukraine, Georgia and the Soviet 

Union in attempts at “people to people exchange” and the New York City Ballet would 

appear on the stages of Western Europe. At the very bottom of the box of Betty Cage’s 

correspondences in the New York City Ballet archives, a lone telegram appeared. On it 

Bob H., an unidentified friend of the company, writes to Cage, “Everything in order------I 

guess. God Bless our State Department!!! Hope you have a wonderful experience making 

the preparatory phase a worthwhile nightmare.” 57 The sarcasm is palpable in the 

telegram but the preparatory phase was finally over and the New York City Ballet was 

scheduled to depart in September of 1962.  

 

Balanchine: A Question of Patriotism 

 

  At one point in the negotiations between the New York City Ballet and the State 

Department, officials accused George Balanchine of being ‘unpatriotic’.  During the 

planning stages of the tour, the State Department intended for the New York City Ballet 

to tour for eight weeks in Russia alone, something the company was not interested in at 

all. In a letter dated February 23, 1962, Betty Cage writes, “ Isenbergh said they wanted 

us to go to Russia for eight weeks this spring. I told Baum we were not interested in a trip 
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to Russia only. We would only be interested if the tour also involved Western Europe.”58 

The logical next step was for the State Department to extend the tour to involve countries 

like Ukraine, the Caucasus, the Baltic States and Poland. The company was once again 

not interested, eliciting the charge of ‘unpatriotic’ from the State Department who 

thought that civic duty would impel the company to cooperate.  

 

            The charge first appeared in a letter dated March 16, 1962, from Lev Leondinoff 

to Betty Cage. In the letter Leonidoff writes,  

 
“I fail to understand why George and the NYCB should be stigmatized as “unpatriotic” 

by the State Department, for wishing to include West European countries in the tour, 

when Washington has been regularly sending there Lucia Chase, Jerry Robbins, Jose 

Limon, the Eastman group and lately the small Paul Taylor ensemble. After all what 

could be more patriotic than George’s achievement in building up an incomparable ballet 

company from scratch with his bare hands so to speak, and without anybody’s help, 

which has become world-famous and particularly acclaimed in Europe.” 59 

 
Leonidoff is correct to point out that to label Balanchine ‘unpatriotic’ was unfounded. In 

fact, Balanchine could not have been a better example of how an immigrant to the United 

States could wholly and proudly embrace American culture; a fact he admitted himself. 

Balanchine has a myriad of quotes where he approaches the subject head on. He has been 

quoted as saying “I am more American than Russian” 60, "I always wanted to be 
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American. I couldn't even speak English, but I really wanted to be American” 61 and 

"I wanted to come to America to create an American company-- like the Imperial Russian 

Ballet." 62 Clearly, he had no qualms about where his new loyalties lay or his interest in 

his new homeland.  

 

  To level such an accusation as to be ‘unpatriotic’ was still a very serious 

accusation in 1962.  The United States was still dealing with the aftermath of 

McCarthyism and the paranoia that it created. Issues like patriotism, political inclinations, 

civic duty and belief in the system were seen in two colors: black and white. Either a 

person was with our government or against it, labeled an enemy of the state and a traitor. 

This atmosphere still resonated in the United Stated in 1962 and the State Department 

attempted to utilize it against Balanchine. But Balanchine was never one to back down or 

let another’s opinion of him change who he was. Calling Balanchine unpatriotic was a 

straw man argument in order to try and convince the New York City Ballet to acquiesce 

to their wishes. Balanchine was certainly patriotic and to claim that he was not was to 

avoid some very important aspects of his identity in the United States. This is the man 

who choreographed Stars and Stripes to John Philip Sousa, the most American of 

composers in 1958, Western Symphony, which depicted the American Wild West and 

Slaughter on Tenth Avenue, a thoroughly Broadway-esque number. The man who fell in 

love with American Jazz in Paris before he set foot in America and eventually married 

Maria Tallchief, the daughter of the chief of the Osage Nation. The man who worked on 

Broadway for several years giving us Zeigfield Follies and On Your Toes. Balanchine 
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completely embraced the capitalist approach to art that Broadway encompassed; “On 

Broadway I learned to please the public. I am commercial."63 He loved America and 

specifically New York City, often citing it as his inspiration. 

 

Balanchine once told Chicago critic Claudia Cassidy, "There is a love of bigness 

that is so important a part of the ballet. The skyscrapers, vast fields, gigantic machines [of 

America], all make for thrilling spectacles."64 Balanchine drew great inspiration from the 

aesthetic of America, especially New York City. When asked to comment on the location 

of his company, he said that "New York is the only place in the world where we could 

have built this company65" and the critic Jean Pierre Bonnefous once wrote that "To 

dance his ballets you have to learn to be a part of New York City66." Here was a man who 

had taken his love and respect for America and its largest city, and projected it onto the 

stage of his ballet company. Many of his ballets came to embody the side of America 

Balanchine liked best- “cold, luminous, hard as light67.” People began to identify 

American ballet as Balanchine ballet. They defined it by its lithe, impossibly skinny and 

wildly fast dancers. As Merril Ashley put it, the dancers looked like “greyhounds.” 68 The 

State Department could not have sent a more American invention that the New York City 

Ballet. 
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It begs the question then, of in what context did the State Department want 

Balanchine to display his patriotism? Was the issue really that Balanchine was not acting 

patriotically or rather that he was acting in his own interest? Cage wrote in a letter to 

Leonidoff on March 16, “Their position seems to be that as Americans we must do as we 

are told and serve our country. Our position is that they need us more than we need them 

and we will hold out until we get the kind of tour we want.”69 It was not unpatriotic that 

the company did not want to tour in Eastern Europe, but rather that they were not doing 

as they were told. The company would hold its ground on the conditions of the tour, 

however, refusing to cave to the State Department. The ballet companies that Balanchine 

respected the most were located in Western Europe and a chance to go on a European 

tour gave Balanchine the opportunity to showcase his newest creations to some of the 

best in the field. The lack of artistic flow between Eastern European and the rest of the 

ballet world had created an artistic vacuum in which many countries may have found 

Balanchine’s ballets heard to understand. Artistic exchange in Eastern Europe would 

have been less fruitful than in Western Europe. For the managers of a ballet company in a 

capitalist society, it was necessary for them to put the needs of the company before that 

of the state. Tours were expensive and had to be worth the trouble.  

  

To label George Balanchine as ‘unpatriotic’ is to neglect the fact that he is a 

personification of the American Dream. In 1924, he fled the Soviet Union with several 

other dancers, including Tamara Geva and Alexandra Danilova, and under the auspices of 

the Sergei Diaghilov’s Ballet Russes remained in Western Europe until he moved to the 
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United States in 193370.  From there, Balanchine’s story could not have written itself 

better into the annals of success stories in America. As an impoverished immigrant, 

Balanchine met a rich patron of the arts, Lincoln Kirstein. They decided to open a school 

of ballet in America that would provide the dancers necessary to build an American ballet 

company to rival those in London, Paris, Rome and Saint Petersburg. Kirstein’s money 

and connections in conjunction with Balanchine’s sheer choreographic genius created one 

of the most innovative ballet companies of the 21st century, and arguably the finest ballet 

ensemble in America.  

 

Therefore, who better to represent American culture than Balanchine and the New 

York City Ballet? Perhaps that is why the State Department was so anxious to get the 

New York City Ballet to tour in more than just the Soviet Union. Balanchine on paper is 

the perfect cultural ambassador. But to state that Balanchine was not patriotic was the 

wrong way to approach the situation. Balanchine would only react adversely to such 

accusations. In a letter dated March 27th, Betty Cage wrote to Leonidoff, “Heath Bowman 

[an official with the United States Information Services] will meet with George next 

week to try to convince him that he is not patriotic71.” Take note of the ‘try to convince.’ 

Bowman would have to make Balanchine see that he was acting patriotically for not 

acquiescing to the State Department’s every demand. Balanchine operated well outside 

the realm of international politics, that much is true. For this, the State Department may 

have mistaken him as unpatriotic. His interest in America was in its music, its vastness, 

its way of doing everything grandly. He loved the culture and the pace of life here- its 
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briskness. Balanchine was not interested in the political agenda of the State Department. 

His concern was primarily his own art form and the advancement of his ballet company.  

 

Balanchine as Diplomat 

            In a letter dated August 7th, 1962, a mere month before the New York City Ballet 

was to embark on its tour, Cage writes to Leonidoff, “I think we should stress cultural 

exchange and avoid politics and comparisons.” Cage knew that involving themselves in 

the politics of the day would only create problems. Balanchine’s candid nature and the 

nature of his pieces could only antagonize, not placate, and the only avenue in which the 

company could gain was artistic- not political. Allegra Kent and Edward Villella, dancers 

with the New York City Ballet, were not concerned with the tit-for-tat games that the 

Soviet and US government were playing. Rather, they were concerned with how the 

Soviet people would view their artistry. The dance world is often sheltered and isolated, 

but with the advent of the Cultural Exchange Agreement, artists like George Balanchine 

were thrown into the diplomatic spotlight and prompted to act as delegates for their 

country. I examined earlier the phenomenon of the State Department calling Balanchine 

‘unpatriotic’ for wanting to include Western European countries in the tour. In this 

context of ‘artist as diplomat’, it is easier to understand Heath Bowman’s frustration with 

the New York City Ballet. The department needed Balanchine to act as a diplomat behind 

the iron curtain as part of the Cultural Exchange Agreement. This was the best political 

move even though less artistically fruitful.  
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For the brief period that an artist or a group of artists acts as a diplomat under the 

Cultural Exchange Agreement, they are held to similar political standards as full time 

employees of the government. A statement by an artist can easily be taken as the official 

stance on an issue by the host government or media. Perhaps then, this is why Betty was 

so nervous to have Balanchine speak on behalf of the New York City Ballet while on the 

tour. In one of her correspondences with Leonidoff she writes,  

“Frankly, I think it would be much better for you [Leonidoff] to attend the press 

conference and speak for us. Lincoln will not join us until Berlin and George is so 

unpredictable and indiscreet that I think it would be wise to keep him away from 

the press as much as possible. If asked his opinion on the Russian companies he 

will say they are terrible. In a press conference, there is no way of controlling the 

question asked, and the Russians, I am sure, will be informed of any statements he 

makes.” 72 

Cage knew that Balanchine’s foremost concern was not political tact, but rather artistic 

integrity and honesty— Balanchine would not easily hide his displeasure with the state of 

Soviet ballet. 

 

In 1959, while the Bolshoi Ballet was performing at Lincoln Center in New York 

City, Balanchine and Leonid Lavrovsky, the Bolshoi’s chief choreographer at that time, 

exchanged what appeared to be pleasantries about each other’s work. In reality, the two 

men were commenting on their distaste for each other’s choreography;  

Lavrovsky first said to Balanchine, “You know, in the Soviet Union work such as yours 

would be condemned as mere formalism, as inhuman.”  
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To this Balanchine responded, “Well, I’m certainly not interested in using beautiful dance 

movement and gesture as merely a caption for a silly story.”  

Lavrovsky rebutted, “Ah, well, someday you’ll come around to our way of doing things.” 

Balanchine, however, had the last word, “What do you mean ‘come around’? I went 

through all that and left it behind me long ago− thirty-years ago, to be exact.”73  

Balanchine’s reference to ‘thirty-years ago’ is in direct reference to his decision to 

emigrate from the Soviet Union. Balanchine did not support socialist ideology and was 

outspoken against the Soviet Union from the beginning. He in no way, wanted to show 

civility toward a system that had uprooted his life and still greatly affected his family, 

who still lived in the Soviet Union at that time.   

 

 In many ways, Balanchine subtly undermined the Soviets through the ballets that 

he decided to bring on the tour. The first ballet to be performed on opening night in 

Moscow was his 1933 ballet Serenade set to the music of Tchaikovsky. Leonidoff 

suggested that this ballet be presented because it was more palatable to the Soviet people; 

it had romantic style costumes and told a sort of story in its movement that some thought 

of as plot. But what is really is interesting that Serenade was the first ballet that 

Balanchine had created in the United States. Perhaps not on purpose, the staging of this 

particular ballet was a commentary on his affiliation with the United States. To open his 

tour with his seminal piece was a stab at the Soviet system, which would not have 

allowed him to choreograph such a piece in Moscow or Saint Petersburg. It told no story, 

but rather featured twenty-eight dancers, weaving around and through each other on 

stage. It was aesthetically stunning but certainly no Aesopian fable about Marxism. 
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 Another ballet that would unsettle the Soviet officials was Balanchine’s Prodigal 

Son set to music by Sergei Prokofiev. In his memoir, the principal dancer Edward Villella 

writes about the trouble Balanchine confronted when he decided to bring it on the tour.74 

Villella recounts that Prodigal Son had originally appeared on the tour repertory list, but 

was subsequently cancelled; depicting the biblical story naturally did not fit within the 

atheistic ideology of Marxist- Leninsim. Villella, believing it to be a personal slight, 

approached Mr. Balanchine and asked him why it was taken off the list. Balanchine 

replied, “The reason is because they won’t let us do it in the Soviet Union. Because of 

Prokofiev. Because he went to Paris. They hated him, and they killed him.” 75 Defecting 

to the West in 1918, Prokofiev had lived out his youth in France, composing and 

evolving his work until his return to the Soviet Union in 1935. Upon Prokofiev’s return 

his work suffered greatly. The Soviets had established the Composers Union, which was 

aimed at regulating the works of composer, and Prokofiev, often dubbed a formalist, was 

forced to adopt the social realism style of the day. Balanchine may have been referring to 

the killing of Prokofiev’s artistic freedom and integrity.  

 

But Balanchine had a dark history with the Soviet Union that may have caused 

him to project his own fears onto the composer’s untimely death. Just before the young 

Balanchine was supposed to leave the Soviet Union on a tour of the West, a ballerina in 

his troupe, Lydia Ivanova, mysteriously drowned in a boating accident.76 For many years, 
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Balanchine doubted that it was accident and believed it to be an attempt by the authorities 

to keep the promising ballerina from defecting. Prokofiev’s music for Prodigal Son may 

have reminded Balanchine of this story, giving him further qualms over the trip and using 

the piece. Eventually, despite the misgivings of the Soviets and the history of Prokofiev, 

Balanchine decided to take the piece on the tour. He felt there was no other ballet suitable 

enough to replace it and he would not let the politics of the day dictate the repertoire of 

his company. 77 

 

  Villella continues to comment on the atmosphere in the Soviet Union at that time, 

“Although we were on an artistic mission, it was difficult to separate the artistic from the 

political because politics drove every aspect of that society. Politics touched everything, 

especially ballet, which was a source of pride to the Soviets.”78 Villella also remarks that 

the company was under twenty-four-hour surveillance; the Soviet Union was paranoid 

that the dancers would commit espionage just as they often forced their own artists 

abroad to do.79 The line between artist and government agent was blurring to the extent 

that the Soviets began to consider them interchangeable. The dancers stayed in the 

Kremlin under the careful eye of the guards and were escorted wherever they went.80 

Mentally, emotionally and physically the dancers were trapped under the prying eyes of 

the Soviet government. 
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           This was the environment under which the returning émigré, Balanchine, was 

supposed to act as diplomat. But his candor, the nature of his pieces, the dark history of 

his past and the high level of surveillance by the government, made for a less than thrilled 

Balanchine to assume this role. He attended the press conferences, interviews and 

functions the Embassy asked of him, but in his spare time he interacted little with the 

Soviet Union. He wandered the streets of Moscow very little and found the city, on the 

whole, grey and depressing.81 As the tour wore on, Balanchine became more reluctant to 

bear his role of diplomat. After one particularly successful night in Moscow, Balanchine 

waited in the wings without making a move to take a curtain call. A nearby dancer asked, 

“Mr. Balanchine, they’re calling for you. Aren’t you going to take a bow?” Balanchine 

replied, “Well, what if I were dead!” and never made an appearance on stage.82  A great 

mime and performer in his day, the Soviet Union was one stage where Balanchine 

refused to put on an act.  

 

   

 

The Public, the Private and the Governmental Sphere during the Cuban Missile 

Crisis 

The two weeks that the New York City Ballet was performing in Moscow would 

coincide with the unanticipated international crisis that brought the two nations to the 

brink of nuclear disaster, the Cuban Missile Crisis. The two stories read as if they are 

timelines of each other, with many important days for each overlapping. For instance, 
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while New York City Ballet was opening night in Moscow, President Kennedy was 

ordering a U-2 reconnaissance mission over Cuba. Four days later, when the 

reconnaissance mission finally took place, discovering missiles bases in Cuba, the New 

York City Ballet was appearing in front of thousands of Soviet citizens in the Kremlin 

Theatre. Over the next week and a half as the crisis climaxed, the company continued to 

perform in front of 6,000 Soviets every night. At the same time the United States military 

went into DEFCON 3 (the US Air Command went into DEFCON 2, the only time in 

United States history), Marines reinforced the base at Guantanamo Bay and US ships 

took position along the quarantine line, 800 miles from the coast of Cuba; the two 

countries were poised to enter into nuclear destruction. On October 28th, however, on the 

second to last night that the company would perform in Moscow, Khrushchev announced 

on Radio Moscow that he would remove the missiles form Cuba, accepting Kennedy’s 

way out of the crisis. It was the beginning of the end of the crisis and marked the 

beginning of the diplomatic procedures that would officially put to rest the Cuban Missile 

Crisis.  

 

To explore the implications of the New York City Ballets presence during the 

Cuban Missile Crisis in depth, we must approach the situation in multiple layers. There 

are three realms that we must distinguish from each other in order to see the whole 

picture.  First the public sphere, which includes situations that were out of the control of 

the government, i.e. reactions in the streets, town squares and theatres. Second the private 

sphere, which includes any memoirs, retrospective reflections and people’s reactions 

behind closed doors. Finally the governmental sphere , which includes those situations 
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tightly regulated by the government—performances only attended by party officials, any 

published articles or critiques about the ballets and official Soviet documents. 

Examinations of these three realms in the context of the Cuban Missile Crisis will help us 

better understand the reception of the New York City Ballet. 

 

Most shockingly, we see little to no effects in the public sphere. Despite the tense 

relations between the two countries, the American dancers continued to dance and the 

Soviet people continued to pack the theatres. Villella describes the situation as 

empowering and nerve wrecking at the same time; “On that trip I had the distinct sense of 

dancing for my country, and it felt good. Each country was posed to annihilate each other 

at any moment, and there we were speaking directly to the people with our art. It was 

remarkable.”83 Villella and his fellow dancers were able to connect with the Soviet 

people without interference from the government. Kent wrote in her memoir, “My 

muscles, my mind, my shoes, had to be ready because, despite the crisis the audience did 

not go home; they kept cheering Agon and all of Balanchine’s ballets.”84  

 

  In a report released by the CIA in 1994, which included observations about 

everyday life in Moscow during the Cuban Missile Crisis, they reported little or no 

change in public behavior; “No significant changes could be detected in the life of the 

city, nor any changes in the Soviet people’s attitudes toward Americans85.” This may be 

due largely to the limited knowledge that the public had of the situation. Due to the 

controlled flow of media into the country, the public was told very little about the 
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situation. President Kennedy’s speech, which he gave on October 22 in the United States 

was published in Pravda, Moscow’s leading newspaper, on the 24th. It’s publication, 

however, was in such a fashion that the people were unaware that either Soviet troops or 

ballistic missiles were in Cuba86. The only indicator of the severity of the situation in the 

public sphere was a travel ban on diplomatic travelers. According to CIA records released 

in 1994, the Soviet media “spoke daily of the ‘high-handed American aggressors’ and the 

‘criminal intentions of the enemies of peace;”87 the rhetoric relating to the situation was 

always sensationalistic but lacked any true substance.  

 

This reality highlights a deeper truth about the widening abyss between the Soviet 

government and its people. This was a reality of which Balanchine was well aware. When 

asked “What do the Russians think of ballet in the U.S.A?” at the Balanchine National 

Press Club Interview, Balanchine responded, “Russian people or Russian high 

authorities?”88 It was essential to make this distinction and thankfully, quite easy for the 

artists and their audiences. The dichotomy was even obvious to those that did not have a 

long-standing history with the Soviets. Villella writes, “ Over and over again, I noticed 

the contradictions between the actions of the government and the Russian citizen’s loud 

cheers for the New York City Ballet night after night.” In a CIA document, it was noted; 

“Many high-ranking Party members and Moscow’s leading intellectuals attended. And at 
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no time did they, or anyone else in the audience, suggest by their behavior an awareness 

of the world crisis centered off the southeast corner of the United States.”89 

 

The public continued to accept and admire the dancers with simple but genuine 

gestures like lengthy applause, loud cheers and for some, a fanatic pilgrimage to every 

city in which they would perform. According to Villella, the first encore in the history of 

the New York City Ballet was performed on the Bolshoi stage90. After his performance in 

Donizetti Variations, Villella recalled that the theatre was filled with “Pandemonium 

…instead of dying down, the applause, and the shouting grew louder and louder91”; the 

people were starving for creativity and innovation in the arts and Balanchine was finally 

giving them what they had been lacking. Balanchine has also commented on the 

rapturous and adoring public.  During the National Press Club Interview, he said, 

“…Every night I had to come out in front of the curtain and speak to the public. They 

will ask questions [sic]. They were running after us and saying—oh come back!92” John 

Martin of the New York Times wrote,  

“That the Moscow public was eager to see just that [American art] was first 

manifested by the fact that every performance was sold out before the company 

arrived in the city and it continues to be manifested by the absorbed attention and 

the rapidly growing grasp of what it is all about.” 
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While the Soviet and United States governments were moments away from entering into 

nuclear disaster over Cuba, the Soviet people back in Moscow could not get enough of 

the Americans and their art. 

 

But this is not to say that there were no repercussions of the crisis seen in the 

public sphere. On October 24th, after the Soviets made public the U.S. blockade of Cuba 

without mentioning their own role, there was a demonstration at the U.S. Embassy. It was 

a small demonstration, consisting of maybe fifteen to twenty students who threw 

inkbottles at the facade, but did not disrupt the functional capacities of the embassy. 

Three days later, however, a larger, more disruptive “demonstration” would take place. It 

appeared to be a highly organized affair by the Soviets. Troops were already in place for 

‘crowd control’ and it was reported that busloads of children were shipped in, given anti-

West signs and told to demonstrate. 93 Villella discusses this demonstration in his 

memoirs. The company was attending a lunch at the assembly the same day, when they 

were abruptly told that they should vacate the premises no later than two-thirty.94 The 

American diplomats knew that there would be an organized demonstration well before it 

occurred. As the dancers were leaving, Villella noticed; “the atmosphere didn’t seem 

particularly hostile…it was obvious that the protest wasn’t spontaneous, that it was being 

staged by the authorities and that the students had been told to report to the embassy after 

school.”95 There was little overlap between the private and governmental sphere at this 

time, and when it did occur it seemed as though the public was forced into it. 
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Our greatest insight into the private sphere was the critics. By comparing their 

retrospective reflection with their published words, we see how the crisis and censorship 

affected their ability to critique the works. Looking back at that period Elizabeth Souritz 

remarked, “We couldn’t really say what we felt”96 and in a CIA report about the time it 

was written, “Soviet critics were initially rather reserved.”97 The Soviet dance critics 

were in a unique situation. Their sentiments would eventually have to enter the 

government sphere seeing as publications in Moscow were highly censored, and so they 

thought they had to agree with the party line. Add to this their general lack of vocabulary 

to deal with abstract neo-classical ballet and the fact that Balanchine was an émigré, and 

we see harsh initial reviews of the company.  

 

           Aram Khachaturian, a famous composer of the time and never one to shy 

awat from expressing his personal opinion, wrote, “Without an idea, without a subject, 

there cannot be true emotional art” 98 and described Agon as a “morbid tragedy.” 99 

Western Symphony, a piece that depicted the American Wild West received descriptions 

of ‘tawdry’ and ‘vulgar’ because of its ‘dallyings with ladies of easy virtue.’100 Another 

critic wrote, “Let us state outright that Balanchine has reached great heights, but, oh, how 

cold the air is up there. It is hard to breather in such rarefied air101. Natalia Roslavleva, 

author and dance historian, wrote that Balanchine’s ballets were “deprived not only of 
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content but of idea.”102 Another Moscow critic called Balanchine “ a fanatic who 

sacrifices traditional elements of the ballet to his vision of the dance.”103 The list goes on 

and on as critic after critic attacked Balachine’s works despite the public’s overwhelming 

approval. Villella tried to describe why so many critics may have been opposed to the 

works, “Our sparseness in decoration and costume was hapless formalism; our 

androgynous lack of polarization between musculated males and bosomy females was the 

result of a fatal absence of Socialist health and psyche.”  And the ballerina Olga 

Lepenchinskaya wrote, “Of course, we cannot accept everything we saw. There are 

things that are not very close to us.104.”  

 

             What both Villella and Lepenchinskaya were dancing around, however, was the 

role of the governmental sphere. It had essentially created a gulf between the private and 

public sector as it prevented from the personal sentiments of those who in theory knew 

the art form best from voicing their opinion honestly to the public. Even though it was 

later realized that the government was allowing some level of freedom to express oneself 

in published critiques, the fear of retribution or even pragmatism about what could and 

could not get published was still pervasive. To favor something foreign, especially during 

the heightened international tension of the Cuban Missile Crisis, was thought to be 

dangerous and futile. In a report published by the State Department in 1972, an official 

wrote, “ Critics were generally censored. In one case we saw a review prepared by a 
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leading critic before it had been censored. The printed version bore little relation to what 

he had written.” 105 

 

             The governmental sphere is where we see the greatest level of reservation. The 

first night that the company appeared at the Bolshoi Theatre it was completely filled with 

Soviet officials and party members. Martin of the New York Times described the 

atmosphere as “stuffy” and “cordial.”106 The response to Serenade  “was a perplexed and 

fairly indifferent one” and the program in general, while receiving a warm reception by 

the last curtain call, would be one of the most lukewarm audiences of the Soviet tour. It 

was an official audience that knew what kind of ballet was encouraged by the Soviet 

Union and this was not it. Balanchine’s abstract ballets were a far cry from the Social 

Realist plots of the Soviet ballets of the 60s, and so there was a feeling of suspicion in the 

Kremlin theatre that night. Luckily for the company, however, after that first night the 

program was opened to the more receptive public.   

 

Concluding Remarks 

            

           Overall the 1962 tour was a great success. The dancers of the New York City 

Ballet won over the hearts of the Soviet people at one of the darkest hours of Soviet- 

American relations, and according to one New York Times article made “an 
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extraordinary impact upon both dance professionals and dance audiences.”107 The 

universality of art was able to ease the political strain of the two countries and build a 

bridge between the Soviet public and an American art from. The tour introduced to the 

birthplace of modern ballet a new approach to the art form, testing the fibers of Soviet 

society and pushing its dancers and choreographers to expand their understanding of the 

art form. It gave a glimpse into the power of ‘people to people exchange’ and perfectly 

manifested the ideas that lead to the establishment of the Cultural Exchange Agreement 

in 1958. The New York City Ballet would return to the Soviet Union in 1972 but the tour 

would not be met with the same level of enthusiasm and public acclaim. The 1962 tour 

was unique and the circumstances could not be repeated. Balanchine’s works were too 

exciting and innovative to not become enthralled by them and Khrushchev’s thaw had 

allowed the public to do just that; the Soviets had fallen in love with an American in 

Moscow.  
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