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Russian classics of folk or

musicians and party officials
contribution.

(a strategy, | might add,

may be the book’s more interesting
noise instead of music’;

swing of driving improvization,
editors argued that jazz's apparent

and syncopations to the framework
of nationalist modernism. Dance
bands quickly became the site of a
servative jazz orchestration and the
Jazz was associated with dancing,
with working-class entertainment,
and thus with popular emancipation;
ious’ compasers, and thus identified
with musical innovation and artistic
freedom. But it was also attacked
—at times with all the force the So-
strument of commercialization
Americanization and the corruption
points out) resonated with those be-
ing fought in the US: moral, sexual
and musical degeneracy was debated
by Americans with great intensity
tarian culture and the development
of socialism. While some musicians
The problem of defining what was
clearly a popular form in relation to
what was conceived as a proletarian

project was fought out in the Russian
canstruction of this debate among
within the Soviet Union. The high
touring or resident dzhaz bands as
part of the campaign to build morale
as recently as 1936 the journals Pray-
da(representing the Communist Par-
ty) and lzvestiia (representing the
Soviet government) had fought an
extended ideological battle over the
cow theatres were simultaneously

flaunting American costumes and
tern for subsequent struggle had al-
of popular working-class culture. To
through the 1920s. But the Soviet
orientation was different; it ques-
not only that, but American) form

and interrogated it intensely in terms
of its complicated effects on prole-
were powerful (musically and strate-
gically adept) enough to protect
themselves and their audiences from
periods, particularly in the late 30s
and the late 40s, when the state in-
tervened. Here the stories, not sur-
press for some decades. Starr's re-
dissemination of the music was dur-
troops were commonly treated to
Party’s position on jazz, while Mos-
purging their repetoire of ‘the objec-
defended [azz, incidentally—only a
couple of years after attacking Shos-
takovich for exploiting jazz to pro-
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1926 a young Len

set sail for New York on a cultural
mission. Not long after the first visits
of American jazz bands to Russia

Freder

ion

in
Un

by S.
{New York
Press,

In

the Sov

Leopold Teplitsky had been sent to
And so the stage is set. Meanwhile,
in Canada (this is very much off-
stage) no such emissary was needed.
This is the major distinguishing
feature of the controversial recep-
tion of jazz in the Soviet Union, ac-
Jazz wasintroduced to Russiain the
1920s by Russians who had travelled

the US to study the music
return to build a jazz orchestra for

the city of Leningrad. His sponsor
was the Commissariat of Public En-
lightenment

ences was a decadent bourgeois in-
sect in the side of Russia’s national
culture, or the seeds of a genuine
new popular form.

Washington in 1926, though. They
were trying to negotiate regulation

of radio broadcasting frequencies so
erican stations pouring into Canada.

While Canadian editorialists (and
cal to the national spirit of Canadian
citizenship, no one was in a position
to legislate whether such enjoyment
should continue. Russians, however
(we're back to Starr) would be inter-
history of jazz in Russia offers a
fascinating portrait of the conflicts
tural values and preferences, invari-
ably inflected with its Americanism
but also given life by the local plea-

sures and drives of musicians and au-
to Paris, or Berlin, and had heard

no comparative perspective, which |
think is significant) by the reception
century. American jazz symbolized
represented a whole complex of cul-
diences. That was true here, too.
But Russia was then, as now, the
United States’

ideclogical and cultural opponent. It's
hard to tell where that is more evi-
dent: in the stories, or in the story-
teller. We'll begin with the stories.
American groups touring Europe.
Valentin Parnakh, Futurist poet and
dancer, returned to Moscow in 1922
with a collection of instruments {sax-
ophones, being rare, were important
iconographic symbols for jazz; later
they would be restricted by the gov-
ernment}and began a press campaign
in praise of jazz music and dance. The
Futurists initially adopted jazz as

narcharsky, who had not yet decided
whether the jazz being enthusiastical-
ly embraced by urban Russian audi-
There were Canadian delegates in
that Canadian stations could broad-
cast over the interference from Am-
later, Royal Commissioners) ponder-
ed whether the entertainment thrill-
ing Canadian audiences was antitheti-
mittently paranoid, idiotic, totalitar-
ian and xenophebic enough to try.
They wouldn't succeed, however,
for they had nothing better to offer.
cording to Starr, a specialist in Soviet
history and amateur jazz enthusiast.
His detailed account of the musi-
cians, movements and ideological
controversies punctuating the long
engendered in one country (there is
of the United State’s foremost cul-
tural export in the first half of the
there, as elsewhere, more than a
rousingly new musical
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displacement of the classics {and of
the economic security of contemp-
orary classical composers and per-
formers, as jazz musicians were then
far better paid) didn’t justifiably
negate its power as a genuinely popu-
lar force and as a legitimate source
for musical innovation. The two
journals exchanged heated blasts; ex-
pressions of popular support for
Pravdd’s position woh some respite
from the government and helped to
legitimate the widespread political,
economic and popular support for
jazz during thewar. By 1947, that ap-
proval would be withdrawn entirely,
though later again the state effective-
ly gave up its attempts to intervene.

Starr’s accounts are fascinating to
read; they are replete with excerpts
from critical reviews, debates, let-
ters and more recent interviews and,
like other jazz writing, they tend to
focus on the careers and cavortings
of particular musicians whose work
opens up, and speaks to, a kind of
contemporary Weltanshaaung in a
way that no other art form can do
{or could do, unti! it was displaced by
other popular musical styles). This
makes for richly textured reading,
though every story seems to follow
the same structural plot (happy
genius meets underside of hammer of
Soviet regime} in the long run. The
‘plot’ suffers more from what is left
out. Thisis where the problem of the
storyteller becomes crucial.

In 1945, Americans were humming
to recordings (or visits) of the Red
Army Chorus, and learning the tunes
to ‘Meadowlands’ and other classics
of Russian folk and political music. By
1948, American musicians, perform-
ers and artists who had shown sym-
pathy to Russian culture had disap-
peared from the public sphere. In
1947 publication of the US's most
popular book of folk songs marks the
transition: readers are reminded that
the songs made popular by the Red
Army 'belong to no particular time’;
subsequently they will disappear
from the repetoire. And do you
want to talk about censorship?
Border crossings! Passports? Trials?

And so on. The ‘unfairness’ of
Starr’s account, which neglects this
time to mention the precisely paral-
lel, and similarly dramatic, rise and fall
of cultural reciprocity in the US, that
fountainhead of universal liberalism
(i.e. birthplace of jazz), is empirically
objectionable: there is no reference
to McCarthy in this text, But behind
this selection of facts hides (as al-
ways) an ideology whose perspective
suffuses the account as a whole,

According to Starr, the Commun-
ist Party's crackdown on jazz after
the war was due to the fanatical para-
noia of Stalin, who imagined Ameri-
can popular music to be the tool of a
deliberate conspiracy by the Ameri-
can government to weaken and dis-
perse its enemies and to colonize
their cultures. Starr can’t help being
amused by this xenophobic image of
that spontaneous, apolitical, popular
music and of the causes for its global
dissemination by the American corp-
orate empire. He thinks that such a
theory can only spring from the ter-
roristic paranoia inherent in 'the
structure of the authoritarian mind.
There may be something to this. He
also thinks that Russia’s real problem
was a failure to produce an equally ef-
fective popular music because of its
commitment to anachronistic and
authoritarian politics. There may be
something to this, too. Nevertheless
there is evidence that the massive ex-
port of music and films after the war
was part of a strategy of international
dissemination of American culture
that was officially sanctioned by the

US government, with strategic assis-
tance from the CIA. If the effective-
ness of this strategy (or the seeming-
ly politically independent economic
goals of the industries themselves,
which are absent actors here} appear
to absolve that government, this is
only another way of saying that the
American government, or rather
capital, is the agent for a different
kind of radicalism than that proposed
by the Soviet Union. This radicalism
continually produces (or rather ex-
propriates, since the American gov-
ernment has not been known until
recently for its kindness to popular
musicians!) new symbolic forms that
celebrate the destruction of those
being replaced. For this reason,
every political-geographic force ac-
tive in the war used jazz to solicit
popular support. None of this is ex-
amined by Starr, whose ‘educators’
were, of course coincidentally, staff

[::1 B EIIEE%

ing culture is no less partial than the
officially sanctioned myths Starr at-
tacks, and no less distorted in terms
of analysis, though by placing the
music within the contours of Soviet
historyitis all too easy to argue.

The analysis would be advanced by
two streams of investigation: first,
how jazz actually related to, built
upen, found a response in, took the
place of and in other ways affected
Russian music itself; Starr seems in-
capable of moving beyond the essen-
tially American concepts of ‘sweet’
and ‘hot’, and describes Russian syn-
theses and adaptations (or rather,
refers to them) with barely conceal-
ed malicious irony, except where
such adaptation are sanctified by the
rubric of art (rather than that of na-
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and the oppressive industrial in-
dividualism of western capitalism.
Wallis and Malm's Big Sounds from
Small Peoples (London, 1984} bril-
Hantly analyses the effects of western
music (and its technology and its
money) on the musical cufture of
receiving nations. We might begin to
surmise, on the basis of such re-
search, that the Soviet musical
‘vacuum’ referred to by Starr to
justify the increasing hegemony of
American music was itself produced
as an effect of the successful settle-
ment of jazz and rock in Russia as in
countless countries across the globe.

fin short, Starr’s account, while
useful and moving, suffers from a
radical lack of reflexivity. it repro-
duces a complex set of assumptions
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members of the Voice of America
and the International Communica-
tion Agency, and who providesin the
ilfustrations, as sole exception to the
photographs of Russian musicians and
jazz posters, said Voice of America
representative.

These are important and indeed in-
dispensable issues; but they don't ex-
plain why jazz was so warmly embrac-
ed by Russian (and German and Japan-
ese and Canadian) citizens in that per-
iod, as rock was in a later era. Starr
draws his own explanation from the
work of the Leningrad philesopher
and jazz enthusiast Efim Barban, and
from Alexi Batashev's Sovetskii
dzhaz, neither of which have been
translated, and which Starr refrains
from translating as ‘'many things had
to be explained for Western
readers’. Starr suggests, rightly
think, that jazz's appeal fies in its
‘erotic and Dionysian efement’, its
universality despite claims to the op-
posite by American black nationalists
{though as | will explain this avoids the
issue), and by its major assault on
mainstream Western aesthetics and
form. His opposition of jazz's ‘indivi-
dualism’ to the bureaucratic mono-
liths of state-supported official cul-
ture is inviting, because it exposes
the attractiveness of ‘forbidden fruit’
to the spirit of oppositional culture.
But precisely there the missing link
might be pieced together; the myth
that jazz arises from a freedom-lov-

tional culture) which elsewhere he
seems to dispense with.

Secondly, Starr’s concept of jazz as
a cultural force is unbearably roman-
tic. It's difficuit to understand the
music without the social history. If it
became a flag-bearer for American
culture, it surely didn’t start that way
- American performers toured Eur-
ope because they couldn’t survive at
home, for one thing. But more fun-
damentally, the struggies between
different cultural practices that took
place in the arena of American
popular music actually began at
home. it is that struggle that makes
the music work as effectively as it
does, though the industry can be
thanked for making its global discov-
ery possible. Other views of history
can be found in a number of texts not
cited by Starr; for instance Francis
Newton (i.e. Eric Hobsbawm)'s The
Jazz Scene (1964), which offers a
poignant political analysis of jazz
within the context of American
racism and economic exploitation;
or, closer to the source, Jaros
Marothy’s Music and the Bourgeois,
Music and the Proletariat (Budapest,
1974), which attempts a Lukacsian-
Marxist analysis of musical history
(with varying degrees of success) and
which explains jazz as the product of
an imposed confrontation between a
historically collective black culture

There is evidence that
the massive export of
music and film after the
war was part of a strategy

of international
dissemination of

American culture that
was officially sanctiored
by the US government,
with strategic assistance

from the CIA

‘Image-rich poster’

about Western culture within which
the dismissal of others is built in
without even noticing—he even
claims Russian appropriations of
Mexican or Chicano songs as vic-
tories for American freedom and in-
dividual liberty. These assumptions
are even less capable of producing an
understanding of the traditions,
structures or impulses of other
cultures (i.e. the bad guys) than of
critically deconstructing those of his
own (the good guys). The reader is
left with a series of vivid portraits and
compelling tales. These remain to un-
settle the imagination but fail to
answer the important questions ex-
cept in the most predictable and self-
serving manner. The book alsc leaves
this reader wondering what the ‘In-
ternational Communication Agency'
or for that matter the CIA have on
file about the Massey Commission. In
1951 (in a spirit of obvious xenopho-
bia} the Commission expressed some
concern about the cultural and ideo-
logical effects of American imports,
and even deigned to talk about
borders.
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