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‘Tourism for Everyone’ 
Domestic Tourism in the USSR  

during Late Socialism, 1950s-1980s 
 

Sheila Helen Pattle 

 

Abstract 

This dissertation examines Soviet domestic tourism during late socialism, when 

tourism developed into a mass phenomenon. The study builds on the work of Diane 

Koenker, Anne Gorsuch and other researchers into Soviet tourism, and takes it in 

new directions. Different facets of tourism are explored, namely tourism as an 

industry, as a cultural phenomenon, and as a social practice. The dramaturgical 

metaphor is employed as a framework through which tourism is conceptualised as a 

form of performance in distinctive settings for tourism. The research also explores 

tourism as an imaginary practice, which involves individuals’ imaginative 

geographies of places. The roles of the tourist and the tour guide are examined 

using documentary and visual sources and oral history interviews.      

 

The case study focuses on the Golden Ring (Zolotoe kol’tso) tourist route, which 

was established as a setting for tourism during late socialism. The route connects 

Moscow with a number of smaller towns, including Kostroma, which also receives 

tourists from Volga cruises. Archival sources, newspaper articles and Soviet 

guidebooks are used to explore the establishment of the Golden Ring, including the 

images associated with the route. In Kostroma two opposing images were promoted 

simultaneously: a museum-town (gorod-muzei) of historic buildings, mainly former 

monasteries, with no sign of Soviet modernity; and a modern Soviet town. This is 

one example of the ambivalences surrounding domestic tourism in the context of 

‘developed socialism’. Tourism was promoted a key part of Soviet modernity as 

well as of local cultural identity, yet the Soviet tourist was regularly lampooned in 

Soviet culture during late socialism.  
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Introduction 

     SOFIIA            Gonen’e na Moskvu. Chto znachit videt svet! 
    Gde zh luchshe?                                     

   CHATSKII                          Gde nas net.     
(A. S. Griboedov, Gore ot uma, I. 7. 357-358) 

 

Holidays are associated with difference – different places, different activities and 

experiences and heightened emotions, while being away from the daily routine of life. 

Even armchair travellers dream of being somewhere else and of playing the part of a 

tourist – such as an intrepid adventurer or a glamorous passenger on a cruise ship. The 

expectation of being elsewhere, either a familiar destination or somewhere new, is a 

crucial component in the experience of place.1 This involves imagination and developing 

a mental image of a place, which geographers term ‘imaginative geography’.2 After 

experiencing a place and returning home, memories of the holiday become part of the 

tourist’s personal mythology and cause ‘laughter and fond tears in the present’.3  

 

The tourist is just one facet of the complex phenomenon of tourism. Another concerns the 

places that the tourists visit – the tourist destinations and sights. There, space has been 

‘constructed’ for tourism based on the image of a place for tourism purposes (e.g. a fun 

seaside resort or a historic heritage town). Tourist sights are moulded or even specially 

made to suit that image. In that prepared space – the stage for the performance of tourism 

– the hosts play their part by serving the tourists, some as tour guides while others work 

in tourist attractions and facilities. The hosts play a role in promoting the image of the 

place to tourists (i.e. enacting the place’s identity for tourism). In summary, tourism 

involves a performance by both the tourists and the hosts in a specially prepared setting. 

Tourism can also be seen as a cultural phenomenon, with its own meanings and 

complexities within the wider context of a particular society.  

 

In addition to being a performance and a cultural phenomenon, tourism is also an 

                                                

1 D. Pocock, ‘Catherine Cookson Country: Tourist Expectation and Experience’, Geography, 77:3 (1992), 
p. 236. 
2 The Dictionary of Human Geography, ed. by R. J. Johnston, D. Gregory and others (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2000), pp. 372-73.  
3 F. Inglis, The Delicious History of The Holiday (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 12. 
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industry, which adds yet another layer of complexity. Tourist organisations operate in 

both the tourist destinations and the locations in which the tourists originate. Other parts 

of the economy also participate in tourism, particularly transportation organisations 

which take the tourists on their circular journey to their destination and back again.   

 

Tourism has been the subject of research in different academic disciplines, including 

Anthropology, Geography, History and Sociology. In the USSR, geographers led 

research into tourism, with recreational geography (rekreatsionnaia geografiia) 

developed as a branch of science from the late 1960s.4 In the 1970s, some university 

geography departments played a role in developing a cadre of specialists on excursions 

and kraevedenie (the study of a local area, often the provincial margins, by academic and 

amateur scholars from a multi-disciplinary perspective).5  

 

In the West, a few sociologists and some anthropologists studied tourism in the 1970s.6 

However, the topic remained of little interest to Western academics partly because, as 

Jeremy Boissevain argues, it was viewed as ‘frivolous’ and even ‘distasteful’.7 Such 

views reflect a long-held stereotype of ‘the tourist’ as inferior to ‘the traveller’.8 Tourism 

was not researched in more depth until the 1990s, by which time the tourist industry 

symbolised a new area of academic concern – globalisation.9  

 

The sociologist John Urry’s 1990 book The Tourist Gaze charts the development of mass 

tourism into a global industry and examines the socio-economic impact of tourism.10 Fred 

Inglis approaches the history of tourism in capitalist countries as the practice of 

consumerism, using the themes of personal happiness and fulfilment.11 An exemplary 

                                                

4 V. S. Preobrazhenskii, Yu. A. Vedenin and N. M. Stupina, ‘Development of Recreational Geography in 
the USSR’, GeoJournal, 9:1 (1984), pp. 77-78.  
5 B. F. Kudinov, Iz istorii razvitiia turizma (Moscow: Profizdat, 1986), p. 57.  
6 A notable publication was D. MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (London: 
Macmillan Press, 1976).  
7 J. Boissevain, ‘Preface’, in Tourism: Between Place and Performance, ed. by S. Coleman and M. Crang 
(New York: Berghahn Books, 2002), pp. ix-x.   
8 S. Baranowski and E. Furlough, ‘Introduction’, in Being Elsewhere: Tourism, Consumer Culture, and 
Identity in Modern Europe and North America, ed. by S. Baranowski and E. Furlough (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2001), pp. 2-3.   
9 Boissevain, ‘Preface’, in Tourism, ed. by Coleman and Crang, p. x. 
10 J. Urry, The Tourist Gaze: Leisure and Travel in Contemporary Societies (London: Sage Publications, 
1990).  
11 Inglis, ix.   
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work on the history of tourism in one particular country would be Rudy Koshar’s study of 

German guidebooks as a way of identifying the ‘larger meanings’ concerning why people 

travelled and what tourists saw, including the distinct German ‘travel cultures’ during the 

twentieth century.12  

 

Writing in 1976, Dean MacCannell used Soviet tourism as part of his argument about the 

role of culture in the development of modern societies in the West and East.13 From 

evidence of the Hermitage, Lenin’s Tomb, art exhibits in public places and state subsidies 

for leisure travel, he concluded that in the USSR ‘tourism comes close to being the 

official state “religion”’.14 Precisely what this statement means is not explained. 

Arguably, Soviet tourism was more nuanced than MacCannell appears to suggest. Here 

this study looks into the multiplicity of meanings of Soviet tourism and the complexities 

and ambivalences associated with it.   

 

In 1979 Emanuel de Kadt’s study of tourism in the context of development highlighted 

the paucity of research on tourism development in socialist states, and over two decades 

later the situation remained largely unchanged.15 However, in 2003 a group of six articles 

was published in a special issue of Slavic Review on tourism and travel in the imperial, 

Soviet and post-Soviet eras.16 Since then Diane Koenker and Anne Gorsuch, who each 

contributed to this special issue, have published further studies of Russian, Soviet and 

East European tourism.17 There has also been a more general interest in topics with a 

                                                

12 R. Koshar, German Travel Cultures (Oxford: Berg, 2000), p. 6.  
13 MacCannell, pp. 85-86.  
14 MacCannell, p. 85.  
15 E. de Kadt, ed., Tourism: Passport to Development? Perspectives on the Social and Cultural Effects of 
Tourism in Developing Countries (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), p. 19; Koshar, p. 12; 
Baranowski and Furlough, ‘Introduction’, in Being Elsewhere, ed. by Baranowski and Furlough, p. 20.   
16 Slavic Review, 62:4 (2003), pp. i-x, 657-920.   
17 A. E. Gorsuch and D. P. Koenker, eds, Turizm: The Russian and East European Tourist under 
Capitalism and Socialism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006); D. P. Koenker, ‘Whose Right to Rest? 
Contesting the Family Vacation in the Postwar Soviet Union’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 
51:2 (2009), pp. 401-425; A. E. Gorsuch, All This is Your World: Soviet Tourism at Home and Abroad after 
Stalin (Oxford: Oxford University, Press, 2011); D. P. Koenker, ‘Pleasure Travel in the Passport State’, in 
Russia in Motion: Cultures of Human Mobility since 1850, ed. by J. Randolph and E. M. Avrutin (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2012), pp. 235-52; D. P. Koenker, Club Red: Vacation Travel and the Soviet 
Dream (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013); A. E. Gorsuch and D. P. Koenker, eds, The Socialist 
Sixties: Crossing Borders in the Second World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013).  
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geographical dimension by social and cultural historians of the USSR, such as on 

kraevedenie and the concept of space.18  

 

The present study examines the different facets of Soviet domestic tourism during late 

socialism, namely tourism as an industry, as a cultural phenomenon, and as a 

performance in a particular setting for tourism. By using this approach, all of the key 

facets of tourism are considered. In addition, the approach provides a framework for 

looking in more depth at tourism in a particular region of the USSR.  

 

Soviet tourism shared some universal characteristics of tourism, such as Chris Rojek’s 

ideas on dreams of holidays as an ‘escape’.19 However, Soviet tourism also had special 

features because it occurred within a particular set of historical, political, economic and 

cultural circumstances. For example, tourism was to a large extent shaped by the ideology 

of the Soviet state. It may seem paradoxical that a place was found for tourism within the 

Soviet centrally-commanded economy. Historically, tourism was associated with 

bourgeois pleasure, and was an unproductive sphere. Despite these negative associations, 

tourism was present throughout the history of the USSR and, from the official perspective 

at least, its characteristics distinguished it as ‘Soviet’. Nevertheless, Soviet tourism was 

an ambivalent phenomenon, being both fostered and reviled.  

 

This study is concerned with tourism for Soviet citizens within the borders of the USSR, 

which comprised one-sixth of the world’s land mass. These domestic tourists visited 

places that were simultaneously ‘elsewhere’ but also ‘their own’. The period of concern 

is late socialism, from the 1950s to the 1980s. Following the Khrushchev regime’s focus 

on housing and consumer goods, tourism was promoted as an essential part of modernity. 

Within the period of late socialism, this study focuses particularly on a time of significant 

change for Soviet tourism in the second half of the 1960s and the early 1970s. At this 

time stimuli came from the highest state bodies to develop the tourist industry, and 

                                                

18 J. Smith, ed., Beyond the Limits: The Concept of Space in Russian History and Culture (Helsinki: 
Soumen Historiallinen Seura, 1999); E. D. Johnson, How St. Petersburg Learned to Study Itself: The 
Russian Idea of Kraevedenie (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006); N. Baron, ‘New 
Spatial Histories of Twentieth Century Russia and the Soviet Union: Surveying the Landscape’, Jahrbücher 
für Geschichte Osteuropas, 55:3 (2007), pp. 374-400.  
19 C. Rojek, Escape: Modern Transformations in Leisure and Travel (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1993), 
p. 9.  
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specifically to increase the number of tourist destinations and facilities and to improve the 

services for tourists, such that more people could be tourists. The case study developed in 

this dissertation explores the response to these stimuli in a particular region – the towns 

of Ancient Rus in the heart of Russia – and then a single city within it, Kostroma.20 

During this period a new regional tourist route, dubbed ‘the Golden Ring’ (Zolotoe 

kol’tso), was developed as a tour around these towns of Ancient Rus near Moscow.   

 

Given the varied aspects of the complex phenomenon of tourism studied here, an 

interdisciplinary approach has been adopted. The primary sources examined in this study 

include official sources, namely archival documents from the central and local state-run 

bodies for tourism and the preservation of cultural monuments, newspapers and 

magazines, tourism-related periodicals and guidebooks. Visual sources include feature 

films and television programmes, which were produced by institutions involved in the 

formation of popular culture, yet managed under state control. Vital to this research are 

oral history interviews and informal discussions with ordinary people. These sources 

supplement the written and visual sources, which focus on institutions, more official 

discourse and cultural production.21 Some quantitative data obtained from official 

statistics and opinion polls has also been included. The secondary sources encompass 

extant historical studies of tourism in the earlier and Soviet periods, general histories on 

the broader context of the Soviet system and society, and studies of tourism outside the 

USSR.  

 

The researcher carried out eleven interviews with Soviet tourists and people working in 

tourism specifically for this project during a research visit to Moscow and Kostroma. 

Brief details of the interviewees are set out in the Appendix. The interviews were 

primarily of an explorative nature, seeking new information and insights about day-to-

day experiences. It is recognised that oral history interviews have inherent difficulties of 

retrospection due to the impact of subsequent events when talking about the past.22 

People may have a general sense of nostalgia about the Soviet past, which affects their 

                                                

20 Kostroma was selected partly for practical reasons, as it is Durham’s twin city and the links date back to 
1968. Durham County Record Office, CC/Chairman/2.  
21 S. Caunce, Oral History and the Local Historian (London: Longman 1994), pp. 10, 13; J. Tosh, The 
Pursuit of History: Aims, Methods and New Directions in the Study of Modern History (London: 
Routledge, 2013), p. 212.   
22 Tosh, pp. 213-14.  
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view of experiences during that time.23 Given the time constraints, a ‘purposeful 

sampling’ technique was used to aim at interviewees with particular knowledge.24 The 

interviewees were provided with a written statement about the interview, including 

information to meet ethical requirements, but the interviews were semi-structured to 

allow development depending on what the interviewee had to say. A native Russian 

speaker prepared verbatim transcripts of the interviews. The principal ethical issues 

concern obtaining the informed consent of interviewees and confidentiality of 

information.25  

 

A variety of theoretical and conceptual frameworks developed in Geography, 

Anthropology, Social History, Literary and Cultural Studies, and Tourism Studies have 

been used in the interpretation and analysis of the sources. The concept of ‘imaginative 

geographies’ has been especially useful as a lens for interpreting sources when 

considering the images of place.26 The methods used in this study include the collection 

of data from a range of sources and the close reading of documentary sources. In 

analysing data, historiographical methods, discourse analysis techniques and the 

hermeneutic analysis of images have been used. Film analysis has been employed for 

cinematic sources and television.  

 

Chapter 1 of the thesis is introductory and provides a general background to Soviet 

tourist activities and practices, and the organisation of the domestic tourism industry 

during late socialism. Here the political and economic context for tourism is investigated, 

as well as the specific stimuli from the centre, which led to the development of the 

industry during the period of concern. This chapter also compares the official 

development of organised tourism with the phenomenon of independent or ‘wild’ tourists 

(dikie turisty), and their role in establishing tourism as a mass activity during late 

socialism.   

 

                                                

23 For a study of post-Soviet nostalgia see M. Nadkarni and O. Shevchenko, ‘The Politics of Nostalgia: A 
Case for Comparative Analysis of Post-Socialist Practices’, Ab Imperio 2004 (2), pp. 487-519. 
24 I. T. Coyne, ‘Sampling in Qualitative Research: Purposeful and Theoretical Sampling; Merging or Clear 
Boundaries?’, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 26 (1997), p. 629.  
25 S. Kvale, Interviews: An Introduction to Qualitative Research Interviewing (London: Sage Publications, 
1996), pp. 112-15.  
26 Johnston, Gregory and others, pp. 372-73.  
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While Chapter 1 concentrates on tourism as a part of the Soviet centrally-commanded 

economy, Chapter 2 looks at tourism as a cultural practice in the context of late-Soviet 

culture. It elaborates on the ‘imaginative geographies’ of Soviet domestic tourism, in part 

invoking Aleksei Yurchak’s work on ‘the last Soviet generation’.27 Significantly, it 

introduces the dramaturgical metaphor as a framework through which tourism is 

conceptualised as a form of performance. The dramaturgical metaphor has already been 

used in other studies to ‘unpack’ the meanings of tourism as a cultural practice.28 In this 

dissertation the roles of the tourist and tour guide are explored using documentary 

sources, films and the oral history interviews.  

 

Chapter 3 then focuses on how the Golden Ring was established and on what meanings 

this new route acquired. This includes consideration of how the Golden Ring fitted within 

the political and cultural circumstances of late socialism. Inglis’ theory of a set of ‘sacred 

texts’, which are written by travellers to define a route and then generate interest from 

subsequent generations of tourists, is used in examining some of the documentary 

sources.29 The meanings of the Golden Ring as a construct for tourism are largely 

determined from the images contained within the documentary sources, including reports 

on a related exhibition, and films.  

 

Finally, Chapter 4 moves on to the case study of Kostroma, the furthest city from 

Moscow on the Golden Ring and also on the Volga. Although Kostroma may appear 

peripheral when viewed from Moscow and the Golden Ring, it is an oblast centre and has 

its own periphery. Here the focus is on the city as a tourist space and the strategies used 

to adapt the particular local circumstances to fit into the wider Soviet narrative. Jean 

Baudrillard’s ideas of simulacra have been used as a frame of analysis and interpretation 

of some tourist sights constructed during late socialism.30 An ethnographical analysis was 

developed from impressions formed during a research visit to Kostroma, emulating a 

                                                

27 A. Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation (Princeton:  
Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 158-60.  
28 D. Chaney, ‘The Power of Metaphors in Tourism Theory’, in Tourism, ed. by Coleman and Crang, pp. 
194-95.  
29 Inglis, pp. 18-19.  
30 J. Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. by S. Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1994), p. 1.   
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nineteenth-century Russian urban feuilleton style of travel writing.31 Walter Benjamin 

provides the theoretical support for the importance of ‘first impressions’ in this context.32   

 

This study builds on the work of Gorsuch, Koenker and others on Soviet tourism, and 

takes it in new directions. For example, Gorsuch used late-Soviet films to examine the 

portrayal of the West to armchair travellers in the USSR, whereas in this study sources 

from popular culture are deployed more broadly in examining tourism as a cultural 

phenomenon.33 The case study investigates tourism in a different part of the USSR 

compared with the work of Gorsuch on Estonia and C. Noack on the Black Sea Coast.34 

Furthermore the case study focuses on a destination for cultural tourism, whereas tourism 

for rest and active tourism have been the main areas of research interest on the Soviet 

Union to date.35 Finally, Koenker’s wide-ranging survey of Soviet tourism, Club Red, did 

not use oral history as a source, whereas in this study the interviews with ordinary people 

provide some of the key insights into the practice of late-Soviet tourism in a peripheral 

location, as well as the tourist’s viewpoint.  

                                                

31 For the urban feuilleton see J. A. Buckler, Mapping St. Petersburg: Imperial Text and Cityshape 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 97. 
32 W. Benjamin, One-Way Street and Other Writings, trans. by J. A. Underwood (London: Penguin, 2009), 
p. 84.  
33 Gorsuch, All This is Your World, pp. 168-85.   
34 Gorsuch, All This is Your World, pp. 49-78; C. Noack, ‘Coping with the Tourist: Planned and “Wild” 
Mass Tourism on the Soviet Black Sea Coast’, in Turizm, ed. by Gorsuch and Koenker, pp. 281-304.  
35 Koenker, Club Red, pp. 167-196; C. Noack, ‘Coping with the Tourist’, in Turizm, ed. by Gorsuch and 
Koenker, pp. 281-304; E. Maurer, ‘An Academic Escape to the Periphery? The Social and Cultural Milieu 
of Soviet Mountaineering from the 1920s to the 1960s’, in Euphoria and Exhaustion: Modern Sport in 
Soviet Culture and Society, ed. by N. Katzer (Frankfurt: Campus, 2010), pp. 159-78.  
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Chapter 1: Overview of Domestic Tourism in Late Socialism 

Turizm — 
‘A type of sport – journeys, in which entertainment 

 and rest are united with educational goals.’ (1940)36  
 

‘A type of active leisure, which presents itself as  
journeys with an educational goal,  

with the aim of strengthening the body, etc.’ (1963)37  
 

‘Journeys, specially organised, carried out for rest 
 and with educational goals,  

sometimes with elements of sport.’ (1999)38  
 

Defining Soviet tourism  
The above dictionary definitions of Soviet tourism (turizm) emphasise purposeful travel, 

physical activity and education. The association of turizm with sport is strongest in the 

two earlier definitions, but by 1999 the emphasis on being active is reduced. The Oxford 

English Dictionary definition of tourism includes: ‘travelling for pleasure’.39 Soviet 

turizm’s purposeful travellers contrast markedly with such travellers for pleasure.  

 

Looking beyond dictionary definitions, different views about what constituted turizm 

become apparent. D. P. Koenker points to debates about the definition of turizm in the 

1920s and 1930s, when the concept of the ‘proletarian tourist’ emerged and emphasis was 

placed on travel by means other than trains and cars and on gathering knowledge of the 

country.40 By the post-war period the definition of turizm had changed, Koenker argues, 

to ‘travel to rest’ (otdykh), on the one hand, and ‘travel to see and do’, on the other.41 A. 

                                                

36 Tolkovyi slovar’ russkogo iazyka, ed. by B. M. Volin and D. N. Ushakov (Moscow: Gorudarstvennoe 
izdatel’stvo inostrannykh i natsional’nykh slovarei 1940), IV, p. 830.  
37 Akademii nauk SSSR, Slovar’ sovremenogo russkogo literaturnogo iazyka (Moscow and Leningrad: 
1963), XV, p. 1151.  
38 Slovar’ russkogo iazyka, ed. by A. P. Evgen’eva (Moscow: Russkii iazyk 1999), IV, p. 428.  
39 Oxford English Dictionary 
<www.oed.com.ezphost.dur.ac.uk/view/Entry/203936?redirectedFrom=tourism#eid> [accessed on 24 
October 2013].  
40 D. P. Koenker, ‘The Proletarian Tourist in the 1930s’, in Turizm: The Russian and East European Tourist 
under Capitalism and Socialism, ed. by A. E. Gorsuch and D. P. Koenker (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2006), pp. 119-40 (pp. 127, 129).   
41 D. P. Koenker, ‘Whose Right to Rest? Contesting the Family Vacation in the Postwar Soviet Union’, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History, 51:2 (2009), p. 406.  
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E. Gorsuch suggests that the ‘boundary between the two was porous’, because visits to 

sanatoria and certainly to rest homes, which were facilities in the ‘travel to rest’ category, 

were often more like holidays than hospital stays.42 Indeed, Koenker’s classifications of 

post-war turizm are convenient when looking at the organisations involved with leisure 

travel, but this subdivision of the broad scope of Soviet tourist practices is inevitably 

artificial.  

  

The above definitions of Soviet tourism all involve journeys and can be differentiated 

from ‘recreation’ (rekreatsiia), which does not necessarily involve travel. Recreation 

includes pursuits during leisure time in the places where people habitually live, including, 

in the Soviet context, the dacha.43 In the Soviet Union ‘tourism’ is also differentiated 

from ‘excursions’ (ekskursii), which are defined as day trips: tourism, by contrast, is 

expected to involve an overnight stay.44 Despite this clear distinction, the organisation of 

the two activities was closely connected from 1930 when the All-Union Voluntary 

Society of Proletarian Tourism and Excursions (Vsesoiuznoe dobrovol’noe obshchestvo 

proletarskogo turizma i ekskursii, hereafter OPTE) was founded.45 The OPTE focused on 

independent rather than centrally-organised tourism. When the OPTE was liquidated in 

1936, its activities were transferred to an organisation under the All-Union Central Trade 

Unions Council (Vsesoiuznyi tsentral’nyi sovet professional’nykh soiuzov, hereafter 

VTsSPS), marking the start of union involvement in Soviet tourism.46 During late 

socialism the leading institution for domestic tourism was the Central Council for 

Tourism and Excursions (Tsentral’nyi sovet po turizmu i ekskursiiam, hereafter TsSTE), 

which operated under VTsSPS.  

 

While the World Tourism Organization regards tourism as a social, cultural and 

economic phenomenon, in the Soviet Union tourism was also expected to be a 

                                                

42 A. E. Gorsuch, ‘“There’s No Place like Home”: Soviet Tourism in Late Stalinism’, Slavic Review, 62:4 
(2003), p. 765.  
43 Although going to the dacha involves spatial displacement, being at the dacha is regarded as active 
leisure. See S. Lovell, Summerfolk: A History of the Dacha, 1710-2000 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2003), p. 191.   
44 G2/4.  
45 I. Orlov and E. Iurchikova, Massovyi turizm v stalinskoi povsednevnosti (Moscow: Rossiiskaia 
politicheskaia entsiklopediia, 2010), pp. 76, 101.  
46 A. A. Ivanov, Istoriia rossiiskogo turizma (IX-XX vv.) (Moscow: Forum, 2011), p. 184.  
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manifestation of ideology.47 It may appear ideologically inconsistent that tourism was 

fostered throughout the history of the USSR when, according to Marxist economic 

theory, tourist services were considered a non-productive sphere.48 Despite this apparent 

paradox, the most important rationale for tourism in the Soviet Union was the concern for 

the health needs of workers in order to maintain production. As the above dictionary 

definitions showed, education (understood as a form of cultural betterment) was also a 

vital aspect of Soviet tourism. Indeed, the first decade after the 1917 Revolution was a 

key period for tourist excursions organised by the People’s Commissariat for 

Enlightenment (Narodnyi komissariat prosveshcheniia or Narkompros).49  

 

Tourist activities  

Three broad categories of Soviet tourist activities have been identified on the basis of the 

above definitions of turizm: 1. travel to rest; 2. active tourism; and 3. cultural tourism. 

During late socialism there was an increase in popularity of two other types of tourism: 

travel for pleasure, which was not part of the dictionary definitions of turizm; and touring, 

which could include more than one category of activity. Of course, the boundaries 

between the categories were not rigidly defined and such typology should be understood 

as provisional and heuristic. The categories reflect the continuity of tourist activities from 

the pre-revolutionary period into the Soviet era, but their nature, purpose and scale 

changed in line with the new political thinking. However, the change in tourism in late 

socialism from an emphasis on education to a recognition of personal pleasure echoes the 

transformations of a century earlier, as identified in C. Ely’s study of Volga River 

tourism.50   

 

Whilst Soviet travel to rest is linked to maintaining the health of workers and their 

productivity, it was based on the pre-revolutionary Russian elite’s travel to spas in 

                                                

47 World Tourism Organization, Understanding Tourism: Basic Glossary 
<http://media.unwto.org/en/content/understanding-tourism-basic-glossary> [accessed on 24 October 2013].  
48 V. E. Bagdasarian, I. B. Orlov, I. I. Shnaidgen, A. A. Fedulin and K. A. Mazin, Sovetskoe zazerkal’e: 
Inostrannyi turizm v SSSR v 1930-1980-e gody (Moscow: Forum, 2007), p. 95; Koenker, ‘Whose Right to 
Rest?’, p. 401.  
49 A. A. Ivanov, pp. 148-50.  
50 Volga guidebooks from the 1860s emphasised obligation and education, but towards the 1880s this 
changed to a stress on personal pleasure. See C. Ely, ‘The Origins of Russian Scenery: Volga River 
Tourism and Russian Landscape Aesthetics’, Slavic Review, 62:4 (2003), pp. 671-72.  
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Western Europe and, from the first half of the nineteenth century, to similar resorts in 

Russia. A. A. Ivanov outlines the development of sanatoria and resorts (kurorty) in the 

Caucasus, Crimea and the Black Sea Coast, where there were concentrations of such 

facilities in both the pre-revolutionary and Soviet eras (Figure 2, page 39).51 Although 

Soviet travel to rest was to similar locations as before, the change of political system 

resulted in a change of its official purpose.  

 

Active tourism also had pre-revolutionary roots, but developed specifically Soviet 

activities in the decades following the Revolution. In 1995 a conference on tourism in St. 

Petersburg was publicised as part of the celebration of the centenary of Russian tourism, 

based on the date of the founding of a bicycle touring society.52 This society later became 

the Russian Society of Tourists (Rossiiskoe obshchestvo turistov), which was the largest 

officially chartered tourist society in pre-revolutionary Russia and was later reorganised 

into an important tourist organisation in the early decades of the Soviet era.53  

 

New types of active tourism emerged in the 1920s and 1930s under the banner of 

proletarian tourism. Some activities were effectively participation in agitprop, which 

aimed to spread information around the countryside, while others gathered information 

from the periphery, such as the location of new mineral deposits.54 For example, one 

group on a tourist relay race (turistskaia estafeta) skied from Khavarovsk to Moscow in 

eighty-five days, starting in late December 1929.55 Learning new skills linked to state 

goals was encouraged. This included skills useful to the military, for example, travelling 

independently across the countryside or navigation using the stars.56  

 

Although ‘proletarian tourism’ as an idea and its more extreme manifestations had ended 

by late Stalinism, new directions for active tourism were established. Some tourist 
                                                

51 A. A. Ivanov, pp. 110-11.  
52 ‘Peterburzhets puteshestvuet’: Sbornik materialov konferentsii 2-3 marta 1995 goda (St Petersburg: 
Piligrim, 1995). Although adopting 1895 as the starting date for Russian tourism is debatable, the centenary 
can be seen as recognising and valuing tourism as a phenomenon by celebrating its history. For histories of 
Russian tourism starting earlier, see A. A. Ivanov; C. Ely, ‘The Picturesque and the Holy: Visions of 
Touristic Space in Russia, 1820-1850’, in Architectures of Russian Identity: 1500 to the Present, ed. by J. 
Cracraft and D. Rowland (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), pp. 80-89.     
53 L. McReynolds, ‘The Prerevolutionary Russian Tourist. Commercialization in the Nineteenth Century’, 
in Turizm, ed. by Gorsuch and Koenker, pp. 27-28.     
54 I. Orlov and Iurchikova, pp. 15, 117, 142.  
55 L. Barkhasha, ‘Khavarovsk-Moskva na lyzhakh’, Na sushe in na more, 1930:8, pp. 18-19.  
56 I. Orlov and Iurchikova, pp. 134-35.    
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activities (e.g. long-distance hiking) were identified as sports, either due to their 

organisational arrangements or because these activities involved training and special 

equipment.57 Tourism was recognised officially as a type of sport in 1949, as also 

reflected in the 1940 dictionary definition of turizm above.58 From 1950 tourist rallies 

were organised jointly by tourist clubs and sports societies with competitions, such as 

orienteering and cooking on campfires.59 The designation ‘Tourist of the USSR’ was 

awarded on completion of itineraries designed to test tourist skills and knowledge, such 

as five hikes covering 75 kilometres, rowing boat trips and long distance motoring.60 In 

the mid-1960s Kostroma’s Council for Tourism and Excursions (Sovet po turizmu  i 

ekskursiiam, hereafter STE) had a climbing instructor, despite the city’s remoteness from 

the mountains, which suggests the importance of active tourism.61 A bicycle estafeta in 

1982 from Moscow to Alma-Ata (now Almaty) echoed the earlier proletarian tourism.62 

Active tourists were accommodated in more basic accommodation than medical-health 

tourists, such as tourist bases (turbazy) and campsites.  

 

E. Maurer researched Soviet mountaineering, which was largely the preserve of the 

intelligentsia and the middle class.63 Mountaineering was characterised as being 

ambivalent to modernity and hence not completely congruent with the Soviet ideological 

framework, leading to its association with more open criticism of socialism in the 

1960s.64 Other types of active tourism have not been researched in depth, including 

canoeing and rafting, which both appear to have been popular, judging from the 

                                                

57 D. P. Koenker, Club Red: Vacation Travel and the Soviet Dream (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2013), pp. 141-42.  
58 Iu. Efremov, ‘K voprosy o kul’ture turizma’, Turistskie tropy (Moscow: 1958), p. 12, cited in Gorsuch, 
‘“There’s No Place like Home”’, p. 763.  
59 Koenker, Club Red, p. 143.  
60 Koenker, Club Red, p. 143; O. Arkhangel’skaia, Kak vybrat’ turistskii marshrut (Moscow: Fizkul’tura i 
sport, 1967), p. 5; L. H. Siegelbaum, Cars for Comrades: The Life of the Soviet Automobile (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2008), p. 228.  
61 G2/5.  
62 A. Bulgakov, ‘Velomarafon druzhby’, Turist, 1982:12, pp. 14-15.  
63 E. Maurer, ‘Al’pinizm as Mass Sport and Elite Recreation: Soviet Mountaineering Camps under Stalin’, 
in Turizm, ed. by Gorsuch and Koenker, pp. 141-62; E. Maurer, ‘Cold War, “Thaw” and “Everlasting 
Friendship”: Soviet Mountaineers and Mount Everest, 1953-1960’, The International Journal of the History 
of Sport, 26:4 (2009), pp. 484-500; E. Maurer, ‘An Academic Escape to the Periphery? The Social and 
Cultural Milieu of Soviet Mountaineering from the 1920s to the 1960s’, in Euphoria and Exhaustion: 
Modern Sport in Soviet Culture and Society, ed. by N. Katzer (Frankfurt: Campus, 2010), pp. 159-78 (pp. 
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numerous articles about them in TsSTE’s monthly illustrated magazine Turist.65 This 

magazine was launched in 1966 and aimed to suggest interesting destinations and to 

provide active help to readers.66  

 

Soviet cultural tourism was rooted in the Russian elite’s travels to Europe after the defeat 

of Napoleon.67 By the mid-nineteenth century such tourism started to emerge within 

Russia, together with developing ideas of national identity.68 From the mid-1930s the 

concept of being individually cultured (kul’turnost’) became important.69 This 

imprecisely defined term was used to encourage the spread of middle class standards in a 

range of areas in public and in private life, including reading and general knowledge. The 

slogan ‘Proletarian tourism – the best means of self-education’ (Proletarskii turizm – 

luchshii sposob samoobrazovaniia) is a clear indication of the connection that was made 

between tourism and working-class cultural betterment.70 One of the purposes of this 

education was to promote patriotism by enhancing the population’s knowledge of the 

USSR, and its identification of the different parts of the country as a single, historically 

and geographically unified homeland.71 In this context, in late socialism new cultural 

tourism destinations started to focus on the history of Ancient Rus, as demonstrated in the 

case study of the Golden Ring (Chapter 3) and Kostroma (Chapter 4).   

 

Travel for pleasure was not mentioned in the Soviet dictionary definitions of ‘turizm’. 

However, new and more varied types of mass travel for pleasure were developed during 

late socialism, including ‘softer’ forms of tourism, as indicated by the construction of 

hotels in tourist bases to replace tents.72 The seaside holiday was an important example of 

travel for pleasure. The Crimea and the Caucasus coast were two of the three most 
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popular destinations for the summer holidays: the third was the Caucasus.73 The seaside 

had prestige, as a Muscovite recalled from her youth — ‘Where were you?’, ‘At the sea!’, 

‘Oh, at the sea!’74 In addition to holidaymakers, the seaside attracted organisers of 

business trips (komandirovki) and conferences, a practice criticised in the press as an 

abuse of public funds for tourism-like activities.75  

 

Touring holidays, such as motoring holidays (avtoturizm) and bus tours, were a new mass 

phenomenon in late socialism and were found both within and outside the official system. 

A 1966 poll revealed a strong preference for touring (72%) over holidays in one location 

(19%), which had traditionally been the main focus of Soviet tourism.76 Lovell comments 

that the shestidesiatniki were a generation that was more interested in tourism than in 

developing a dacha, which required a commitment to one place.77 Being a tourist on the 

move is associated with modernity, activity and wanting to experience different places.78 

Under Brezhnev individual car ownership was promoted, but the supply of cars was 

constrained and car ownership remained modest by international standards.79 

Nevertheless, VTsSPS’s tourist organisations included local auto-tourism departments to 

promote motoring holidays.80 The Kostroma STE even had an instructor for auto-tourism 

among its small staff in the mid-1960s.81 Hitchhiking was a new form of travel for those 

without their own cars. The ‘Autostop’ movement started in Leningrad in 1961, but the 

Soviet scheme was not as extensive as that in Poland on which it was based.82 Despite the 
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interest in touring during late socialism, only a few popular locations have been the 

subject of research by historians, including the Black Sea Coast and Estonia.83   

 

In general, tourism for Soviet children was organised separately from that for adults. The 

V. I. Lenin All-Union Pioneering Organisation (Vsesoiuznaia pionerskaia organizatsiia 

imeni V. I. Lenina or Pioneers) and the All-Union Leninist Communist League of Youth 

(Vsesoiuznyi Leninskii Kommunisticheskii Soiuz Molodezhi or Komsomol) provided 

separate facilities for children.84 Special holidays for children were also the norm in the 

USA and France until the 1970s.85 Holidays for children will not, however, be examined 

as part of this project.  

 

Tourism in context 
During late socialism various political developments and social changes created the 

context for the rise of domestic tourism as a mass activity and for changes in tourist 

activities. During the 1960s research was undertaken to ascertain opinions about tourism: 

a 1963 poll of the readers of Komsomol’skaia pravda about leisure pursuits, and two 

questionnaires in 1966 about the problem of free time, including the annual holiday.86 

The former produced ‘hundreds of letters every day’, a small sample of which were  

published, revealing inter alia a lack of facilities and organisation of leisure activities.87  

These polls indicate that leisure and tourism had become important and topical.  

 

The importance of leisure in the USSR is also apparent from the state’s constitutions and 

laws. Provision for Soviet non-working time was first set out in the Code of Laws about 

Labour of the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic (hereafter RSFSR) 1922 

(Kodeks zakonov o trude Rossiiskaia Sovetskaia Federativnaia Sotsialisticheskaia 
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Respublika 1922), which stipulated an annual two-week paid holiday, six public holidays, 

one non-working day per week and an eight-hour normal working day.88 This resulted in 

Soviet workers having less time at work than those in other industrialised countries.89  

 

Two constitutions were in effect in the USSR during the period of late socialism. The 

1936 ‘Stalin’ Constitution of the USSR (Konstitutsiia (Osnovnoi zakon) SSSR) included 

citizens’ right to work (pravo na tryd) and also right to rest (pravo na otdykh) and the 

provision of ‘a wide network of sanatoria, rest homes and clubs to serve workers’.90 The 

1977 ‘Brezhnev’ Constitution of the USSR also contained a clause concerning the right to 

rest, which included existing rights to leisure time and the expansion of the network of 

tourism and leisure facilities ‘for the rational use of free time’.91  

 

The provision of facilities in the 1936 Constitution is clearly linked to workers, and has 

no reference to the provision of facilities for collective farm workers (kolkhozniki), office 

workers (sluzhashchie) and non-workers, including children. Clause 41 of the 1977 

Constitution extends the provision of facilities to office workers, but mentions rest for 

collective farm workers in a separate sentence without reference to the provision of 

facilities for them. Non-workers are still not mentioned. The 1936 Constitution supports 

the argument that health needs of workers were of primary importance, because sanatoria, 

rest homes and other facilities were provided for workers by the state. However, the 1977 

Constitution also mentions cultural-enlightenment establishments and sporting and 

tourism activities. This indicates a change in the official understanding of leisure towards 

a more diverse and nuanced view of the uses of leisure time.  

 

Khrushchev’s Third Party Programme, announced in 1961, promised that in ten years the 

USSR would change to a 35-hour working week and have ‘the world’s shortest and at the 
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same time most productive and highest-paid working day.’92 The Programme continued 

policies started in the 1950s and was based on ideas of the population’s entitlement to a 

certain way of life under the socialist contract, especially after the wartime hardships.93 

While Khrushchev’s utopian vision did not become reality, as part of the Eighth Five-

Year Plan (1966-70), the working week across the USSR was shortened in 1968 to five 

days, with two consecutive non-working days, and annual paid holidays increased to a 

minimum of fifteen days (i.e. three weeks).94 Prior to this change to the working week, 

psychologists had assessed different patterns of rest days to maximise the benefits from 

leisure time.95 Spending free time rationally was characterised in the press as a problem 

to be solved.96  

 

A new concept of mass tourism during the weekend arose from the reduction in the 

working week in 1968. During its first year the Turist magazine published articles under 

the rubric ‘5 + 2’ about how some local STEs were preparing for the change.97 These 

preparations included setting up new two- and three-day tours: previously the shortest 

were twelve-day tours.98 The stated aim of the shorter working week was to give workers 

more opportunity to improve their qualifications and cultural level, and to increase 

productivity.99 However, this change also allowed workers more time for pleasure, one of 

the promises of the Soviet communist utopia.100   

 

Other parts of Khrushchev’s 1961 Third Party Programme promised to almost double all 

workers’ and employees’ real income in ten years and to provide recreational 
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accommodation at a reasonable or discounted charge or even for free.101 Just as the 

Eighth Five-Year Plan had reduced working hours in the general direction set by 

Khrushchev’s programme, minimum wages and pay scales rose from 1 January 1968 as 

part of measures to increase people’s well-being.102 Both increasing paid holidays and 

improving the affordability of tourism by raising wages stimulated the demand for mass 

tourism. However, the same ideas of entitlement, which had increased demand for 

tourism, worked to restrain the supply of facilities for mass tourism. Koenker argued 

(using examples from the early 1950s) that tourism enjoyed a lower priority in the Soviet 

economy because it was viewed as an entitlement, rather than a productive industry.103 In 

the mid-1960s VTsSPS admitted to delays to some of its construction projects for resorts 

and rest homes, blaming the local construction administrations, which it had to use.104  

 

During the Khrushchev era mass consumption was regarded as a socialist project, 

together with mass political mobilisation.105 For Khrushchev, consumption was also part 

of the Cold War competition.106 While political activism faded to ritualism under 

Brezhnev, the mass appeal of consumerism remained. Holidays provided opportunities 

for buying goods unavailable at home in times of shortages.  

 

Individual choice was a further characteristic of late socialism of relevance to tourism, 

and was linked to broader ideas of a post-Stalin reassertion of the individual and the 

creation of private spheres within the socialist space.107 As with consumer goods, though, 

the Soviet tourist’s freedom of choice was constrained by the centrally planned system of 

supply and other state controls, such as that on travel to capitalist countries. Nevertheless, 
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tourism was one of the spheres in late Soviet socialism in which individuals strategized in 

order to manoeuvre around or ignore official systems.108   

 

Soviet tourism had a domestic focus during late Stalinism, and was part of the post-war 

reinforcement of Soviet patriotic identity, with a warm welcome certain only within the 

borders of the USSR.109 However, in the Brezhnev era international travel represented a 

competing form of tourism to which many Soviet citizens aspired. By the 1970s travel by 

Soviet citizens to the Eastern bloc, but not to the West, became routine, with sightseeing 

tours arranged by Inturist, VTsSPS, and Komsomol organisations.110 The Turist magazine 

started regular foreign reports relatively late, however – only in 1982 – having previously 

reported almost exclusively on domestic tourism.111  

 

Travel abroad resulted in different experiences for Soviet citizens, such as hearing 

different narratives about the pre-socialist past and feasting their eyes on consumer 

goods.112 Historians have used Soviet tourists and their published travelogues as a prism 

through which to examine the USSR and its relationship with the Eastern bloc and the 

West.113 Koenker argues that foreign travel, including to Eastern bloc countries where 

tourism retained some legacy of pre-war practices, led to changes in Soviet domestic 

tourism including greater focus on comfort, service and families.114 Experiences abroad 

were used to expose deficiencies in Soviet tourism and to exert pressure to change. For 

example, a Moscow hotel manager reported in Pravda that, following his staff’s visit to 

other socialist countries to look at hotel management practices, Moscow’s hotels had 

changed on 1 December 1967 to a standard checkout time, replacing an inefficient system 

of departure times depending on the precise minute each guest arrived.115 Other 
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commentators criticised the disparate nature of Soviet sources of information for tourists, 

and suggested instead the centralised model for tourist information, with its own logo, 

seen in Bulgaria.116  

 

The rise of mass tourism for Soviet citizens paralleled changes in capitalist countries, 

albeit with some distinctions. As in the USSR, workers in the northern countries of 

Western Europe enjoyed shorter working hours and longer holidays, especially during the 

1970s, when their incomes also rose.117 From the early 1960s Mediterranean package 

holidays were designed for the increasingly affluent, middle and working class West 

Europeans.118 Further afield, the World Bank and UNESCO assisted some less developed 

countries to use tourism as a means for development by providing finance for the 

construction of new facilities, and assistance in turning archaeological sites into tourist 

destinations.119  

 

Computerised reservation systems, jet aircraft and the numerous airstrips built during 

wartime were key to developing the mass tourism industry in the Mediterranean, enabling 

larger numbers of people to be transported further and more cheaply.120 In Spain, the 

main destinations for charter flights in the 1960s, Majorca and the Costa del Sol offered 

sunshine, beach resorts and villages inland for sightseeing.121 Popular tourist destinations 

for Soviet holidaymakers were located at the Black Sea Coast, which shares a broadly 

similar marginal location, climate and topography (a coastline backed by mountains) with 

the Mediterranean. However, Soviet tourism was not aided by developments in aviation, 

as in the West. Instead, Soviet tourists relied on buses, trains and boats.122  

 

In Western Europe the travel industry developed quickly in response to consumer 

demand: in Spain the number of tourists grew from six million in 1960 to thirty million in 

                                                

116 Ye. Kanevsky and L. Margolin, ‘Growing Pains of Tourism in the USSR’, Izvestiia, 26 July 1973, p. 5, 
trans. in CDSP, 25:30, 22 August 1973, p. 15.  
117 Löfgren, pp. 172-73.  
118 Löfgren, pp. 172-73.  
119 S. M. Tolbert, ‘Preface’, in Tourism: Passport to Development? Perspectives on the Social and Cultural 
Effects of Tourism in Developing Countries, ed. by E. de Kadt (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 
p. v.  
120 Löfgren, p. 173.  
121 Löfgren, pp. 173-74.  
122 In 1970 only 3% of all travellers went by air. See V. I. Azar and S. V. Poliak, Transport i turizm 
(Moscow: Transport 1970), p. 12.  



 

 34 

1975.123 Soviet officials knew about the growing size of the West European tourism 

industry.124 However, the Soviet planned economy was unable to provide the                                                                                                         

infrastructure to match the increased demand for tourism from its citizens. In 1971 a 

TsSTE official criticised the transportation and construction ministries for being slow to 

respond, and compared them unfavourably to Thomas Cook’s travel agency, going so far                                                         

as to claim that Soviet ministries and agencies that were not directly linked to tourism had 

‘no real desire to bother with the tourist’s needs’.125  

 

Since its founding in 1929, the all-Union company Inturist managed international tourists 

visiting the USSR separately from the organisations for domestic tourists.126 Inturist’s 

cadre of guide-translators, who were distinct from the tour guides used in domestic 

tourism, had a key propaganda role in creating a positive image of the USSR and were 

expected to deliver an ideological message in every phrase.127 For example, their training 

materials about the Golden Ring included a chapter of general information, covering 

Soviet history, the most recent Communist Party conference, the planned economy and 

living standards.128 Inturist’s role was not merely one of socialist propaganda, though: 

earning foreign currency and making profits from foreign tourists were equally 

important.129 Foreign tourists have been of interest to historians, whose research includes 

the history of Inturist, focussing particularly on the 1930s and the Cold War era.130 Even 

though the Golden Ring, in particular, became one of the emerging new destinations 

promoted to foreign tourists, the latter are not part of this project.  

 

                                                

123 Löfgren, p. 174.  
124 GARF, f. A639, op. 1, d. 207, l. 75.   
125 V. Krivosheyev, ‘The Soviet Tourist’s Needs’, LG, 16 June 1971, p. 2, trans. in CDSP, 23:41, 9 
November 1971, p. 23. 
126 Bagdasarian, Orlov, Shnaidgen, Fedulin and Mazin, p. 14.  
127 Bagdasarian, Orlov, Shnaidgen, Fedulin and Mazin, pp. 56-57, 188.  
128 Gosudarstvennyi komitet SSSR po inostrannomu turizmu, glavnoe upravlenie propagandy i informatsii, 
Opisanie avtomarshruka “Zolotoe kol’tso Rossii”: V pomoshch’ gidam-perevodchikam (Moscow: 1988), 
pp. 104-27.  
129 Bagdasarian, Orlov, Shnaidgen, Fedulin and Mazin, pp. 39, 89, 96; S. Salmon, ‘Marketing Socialism: 
Inturist in the Late 1950s and Early 1960s’, in Turizm, ed. by Gorsuch and Koenker, pp. 191-92.    
130 Salmon, ‘Marketing Socialism: Inturist in the Late 1950s and Early 1960s’, in Turizm, ed. by Gorsuch 
and Koenker, pp. 186-204; Bagdasarian, Orlov, Shnaidgen, Fedulin and Mazin; J. S. Hardy, ‘Gulag 
Tourism: Khrushchev’s “Show” Prisons in the Cold War Context, 1954-59’, Russian Review, 71:1 (2012), 
pp. 49-78.    



 

 35 

Organising mass domestic tourism 

In 1968 the Academy of Sciences of the USSR (Akademiia nauk SSSR) organised the 

first conference to discuss the development of the Soviet tourism industry for both 

domestic and foreign tourists.131 The term ‘industry’ (industriia) gives some indication of 

the status of tourism in the Soviet economy, which had earlier been the preserve of 

voluntary societies. On 30 May 1969 the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

the Soviet Union (Kommunisticheskaia partiia Sovetskoro Soiuza, hereafter KPSS) and 

others adopted a resolution ‘Concerning measures for further development of tourism and 

excursions in the country’ (O merakh po dal’neishemu razvitiiu turizma i ekskursii v 

strane), which was a milestone in the expansion of domestic tourism.132 The resolution 

addressed the supply side of the tourism industry and coincided with developments in 

domestic tourism at the republic and local levels. These included the establishment of the 

Golden Ring tourist itinerary and development of a network of local STEs, such as that in 

Kostroma. The basic structure of the Soviet tourism industry was similar to the top-down 

management of other parts of the economy, i.e. planning and overall management at the 

centre leading to implementation at the local level. The state system was complex and 

only certain key features are examined below.   

 

The Central Committee’s 1969 resolution concerning tourism notes that the ‘increased 

needs of workers, especially the young, for tourist-excursionary facilities are not fully 

satisfied’, and lists various general deficiencies in facilities, services and qualified 

personnel, including insufficient tours to cultural centres and historical sights.133 It also 

states that various party and governmental bodies had not made the tourist-excursionary 

organisations aware of the rising demand for educational and political-educational tourist 

trips. The resolution contains twenty-one decrees, including those initiating the allocation 

of premises to new bureaus for tourism and excursions, the provision of land and funding 

for new tourist hotels, tour bases and camping grounds, the development of specialist 

tourist itineraries to extraordinary places, the recruitment of qualified tour guides, and the 

publication of new museum and exhibition guidebooks.  
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One of the three bodies proposing the 1969 resolution was VTsSPS. Although VTsSPS 

had been involved in tourism since 1936, a key change occurred in 1960 when VTsSPS’s 

activities expanded to encompass the facilities directed towards workers’ health needs, 

including all self-financing sanatoria (except those for tuberculosis patients), rest homes, 

therapeutic resorts and boarding houses (pansionaty).134 These facilities were transferred 

from the jurisdiction of the health authorities following the failure of a 1956 

reorganisation, which had attempted to improve the operation of sanatoria and rest 

homes.135 This reorganisation was unsuccessful because the allocation of visitors to these 

establishments was effectively under trade union rather than medical control.136   

 

Despite the grip of VTsSPS over domestic tourism, the Central Committee’s 1969 

resolution shows that VTsSPS was unable to deliver the required improvements without 

the involvement of seventeen ministries and other organisations.137 The first decree in the 

resolution requires the involvement of the Ministry of Enlightenment (Ministerstvo 

prosveshcheniia) in the ideological-political education of qualified cadres for tourist 

organisations.138 Several decrees concern the development of tourist infrastructure and 

require the participation of the USSR State Planning Committee of the Council of 

Ministers (Gosudarstvennyi planovyi komitet Soveta Ministrov SSSR or Gossplan), the 

USSR State Committee for Construction (Gosudarstvennyi komitet SSSR po delam 

stroitel’stva, hereafter Gosstroi), state banks, the ministries of transportation (railways, 

aviation and marine), trade and food and beverage industries, and various city and 

regional authorities.139 This demonstrates the complexity of tourism as an activity in the 

centrally-commanded Soviet economy. The development of tourism and recreation 

facilities was also complicated by the ‘conflict between sectoral and spatial planning’.140  

 

In addition to the various organisations and ministries mentioned above, Soviet 

geographers had a role in the development of tourism. Soviet recreational geography  

                                                

134 A. A. Ivanov, pp. 231-32.  
135 A. A. Ivanov, p. 231.  
136 A. A. Ivanov, pp. 231-32.  
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140 D. J. B. Shaw, ‘Achievements and Problems in Soviet Recreational Planning’, in Home, School and 
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(rekreatsionnaia geografiia) developed as a branch of science from the late 1960s, with 

research conducted at the Institute of Geography of the Academy of Sciences of the 

USSR and in universities.141 Soviet geographers used a positivist scientific style of 

approach to the study of tourism and recreation to ascertain ‘laws’ determining 

recreational development, and used this approach in assessing the tourist potential of 

particular locations and in planning development. In 1971 Soviet geographers presented a 

socio-geographical model of a ‘recreational system’ at the International Geographical 

Union conference.142 The territorial recreational system approach aimed to understand the 

‘basic laws governing the territorial organisation of the recreational economy of the 

USSR’.143 It included producing models to predict the development of a natural or 

agricultural environment into a recreational environment, taking account of factors such 

as the requirements of recreational activities, and the interplay between the natural 

environment, the people serving the visitors and the visitors (Figure 1).144  
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Figure 1: Model of a recreational system.  

Source: Preobrazhenskii, Vedenin and Stupina,  
‘Development of Recreational Geography in the USSR’, p. 78.  

 

During the 1970s there was further development and testing of the territorial recreational 

system model, which was then used in planning organised recreation in the USSR.145 A 

1982 Soviet survey of the recreational geography of the USSR uses the territorial 

recreational system approach to explain the location of recreational facilities.146 The 

survey’s analyses of the Soviet recreational economy included a map delineating four 

recreational zones by density of recreational facilities (Figure 2).147  

 

                                                

145 Preobrazhenskii, Vedenin and Stupina, p. 79.   
146 Preobrazhenskii and Krivosheev, pp. 27-51.  
147 Preobrazhenskii and Krivosheev, pp. 45, 50-51.  
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Figure 2: Recreational zoning of the USSR in 1976.  

Source: Preobrazhenskii and Krivosheev, eds, Recreational Geography of the USSR, p. 45.   

 

The development of recreational facilities at a smaller scale was also analysed and 

modelled, such as illustrating the effect of topography (Figure 3). While the territorial 

recreational system approach used by Soviet geographers is mentioned in a 1991 study of 

tourism and economic development in the USSR and Eastern Europe, D. J. B. Shaw 

comments that studies focussing on mapping the spatial distribution of tourist facilities 

and on the movements of visitors are of ‘greater relevance to an understanding of the 

present-day geography of tourism in the Soviet Union’.148   

 

                                                

148 D. J. B. Shaw, ‘The Soviet Union’, in Tourism and Economic Development in Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union, ed. by D. R. Hall (London: Belhaven, 1991), p. 127.  
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Figure 3: Models of the development of recreational agglomerations near cities. 

Source: Preobrazhenskii and Krivosheev, eds, Recreational Geography of the USSR, p. 33.  

 

In addition to the work by Soviet geographers on modelling and mapping tourism and 

recreation, university geography departments were requested by the TsSTE to develop 

courses for a cadre of trained experts on local areas (kraevedy) and excursion leaders.149 

From the first half of the 1970s geography departments in several universities ran courses 

in tourism studies and by 1977 were training 20,000 tourist specialists a year.150 

Preobrazhenskii credits geographers with the role of catalyst for the development of 

interest in recreation in other disciplines, including architecture, psychology and 

economics.151  
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In contrast to the active involvement of geographers in the development of tourism, 

during late socialism historians researched the history of pre-revolutionary and Soviet 

tourism, and A. Kh. Abukov, the TsSTE President, wrote two broad surveys of Soviet 

tourism.152 Post-Soviet Russian and Western historians have placed Soviet tourism within 

the longer history of Russian leisure travel and tend to focus on the evolution of the 

institutional structure for Soviet tourism.153 For example, Koenker’s study of Soviet 

tourism, Club Red, concentrates on the definition of Soviet tourism and the many shifts in 

and complexities of the central institutional structure, rather than on the activities at the 

local level and the experiences of both those working in tourism and of tourists.154 

 

The official system organised centrally by the TsSTE of VTsSPS was supplemented by 

STEs at the republic, regional, oblast and city levels. The local STEs provided tours for 

tourists arriving on VTsSPS tours, and worked on a range of other activities like the 

construction of and running tourist establishments (hotels, turbazy and camping grounds), 

and publishing guidebooks.155 They also organised and marketed tourist activities to local 

organisations and residents.156 For example, in Kostoma the STE monitored and 

promoted subscriptions to the Turist magazine.157 This STE’s Five-Year Plan for the 

development of tourism (1971-75) shows that weekend tours and excursions were the 

largest activities (in terms of number of participants) planned for the local market, with 

over 40,000 weekend tourists planned in 1975, more than double the number in 1971.158   

 

In 1973 Kostroma STE’s publication Sputnik turista contained (for the attention of 

factory union councils) details of the weekend bus tours for thirty people and the half-day 

thematic excursions for thirty people arranged by the local tourism and excursion 

bureau.159 In addition, there was information about the centrally-organised, all-union 
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tours sold through the bureau, including the specific dates of tours allocated to 

Kostroma’s STE.160 For example, the VTsSPS itinerary number 1 (Moscow) ran 

throughout the year, but in 1978 Kostroma had been allocated only six tour dates.161 

Sputnik turista also gave information about local holiday opportunities, such as the 

facilities at tourist bases in Kostroma oblast and the costs of ten- or twenty-day holidays 

there.162 The Kostroma example offers a glimpse into the realisation of the top-down 

policy for tourism.  

 

Travel with a putevka vs. dikii turizm 
Late socialism was a period of tensions between new tourism and leisure travel practices 

in certain areas, reflecting changes in parts of Soviet society, and the continuity of other 

aspects, notably the organisation of domestic tourism by the trade unions. This tension 

was manifest particularly in the division between organised holidays inside the official 

system and those outside, commonly known as independent or ‘wild’ tourists (dikari or 

dikie turisty).163 Although there had been a Soviet independent tourism movement in the 

early Soviet period, independent tourism declined following the liquidation of the OPTE 

in 1936 and a ruling that social insurance funds could only be used for travel passes 

(putevki), i.e. travel within the state-run system.164 The 1966 poll revealed a theoretical 

preference for holidaying with a travel pass (53%), which was clearly more popular than 

travelling independently (32%), although many (15%) found it difficult to choose.165 

Officially, organised tourists were also preferred to the dikari.166   

 

Access to the TsSTE system for domestic tourism was through the workplace. Travel 

passes for various types of tourism were allocated centrally to each trade union and then 

to individual workplaces.167 The travel-pass system, which started in the 1920s and 
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continued into the Gorbachev era, controlled access to tourist destinations and resulted in 

some of the special characteristics of Soviet tourism.  

 

The travel pass allocated accommodation at a designated location, meals and activities, 

including medical treatments at sanatoria, to a particular person and at a specified time. 

The pass also gave tourists access to train tickets to their destinations, where they could 

then purchase the return ticket.168  The system was designed to allow an individual 

worker to recuperate undisturbed, away from a spouse and children.169 Given the high 

demand for travel passes, it was unlikely that identical passes would be allocated to 

workers in the same family. Furthermore, children were not allowed to stay at most rest 

homes and sanatoria, and were not welcomed on cruises, where places for adults were in 

high demand.170 Despite the fact that Soviet families had not traditionally taken holidays 

together, the 1966 poll revealed the popularity of the concept of holidaying with the 

family (44%) and with friends and colleagues (41%).171 VTsSPS resolved to increase the 

network of sanatoria and rest homes for families with children in 1967 and the magazine 

Rabotnitsa reported an increase in sanatorium stays available for families in 1968.172 

However, the overall response to this change in demand was slow.173  

 

With large numbers of Soviet workers potentially eligible to travel for rest, systems were 

needed to control the access to facilities. In principle, travel to rest required an 

assessment of health needs, a doctor’s certificate (spravka) and a programme supervised 

by health professionals to address an individual’s needs, as well as a travel pass. In 

practice, with stays at resorts being in high demand from the 1920s onwards, the system 

operated such that access to resorts was granted not just to workers but also, and 

increasingly so, to officials, office workers, those lacking medical needs and as a reward 

to high performing workers.174 A museum worker interviewed for this project recalled 

going to a sanatorium in Odessa for three weeks in one January during late socialism, 

simply because the travel pass had been allocated to the museum and no one else wanted 
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to go at that time.175 Abuses of the travel pass system for sanatoria and resorts were 

reported in the press during late socialism, including healthy ‘patients’ and passes not 

being used by people they had been allocated to, but by officials’ relatives.176   

 

VTsSPS published annual brochures of centrally-organised, all-union tour itineraries 

(turistskie marshruty or marshruty) to all parts of the USSR.177 The numbering of the 

itineraries reflected a hierarchical view of destinations. Moscow was itinerary number 1 

and itineraries in the Central Region comprised the first group, followed by Leningrad as 

number 11 and the North-West Region.178 The itineraries included tours of a number of 

locations, reflecting the popularity of touring, and some involved more than one type of 

activity within a ten- to twenty-day holiday. For example, in 1974 itinerary number 391 

‘Along the Sura River (by boat)’ was a twenty-day round-trip tour, comprising eight days 

in boats (na lodkakh) along the Sura River, four days at a turbaza, four days each at two 

other locations and transfers between locations by bus and a Raketa motorboat.179  

 

In the late 1960s the system for travel passes purchased using social insurance funds was 

such that twenty per cent of resort travel passes and ten per cent of rest home vouchers 

had to be allocated for free, with the remainder allocated at a seventy per cent discount to 

their nominal value.180 Under the same system half of travel passes for mountaineering 

camps were free and the remainder at a seventy per cent discount.181 During the 1960s, 

the employment of more commercial pricing systems was suggested, such as increasing 

prices during the popular summer months in order to generate funds for investment in 

facilities, but the existing system of subsidised travel was retained.182 In the 1966 poll a 

question about funding for the development of holiday facilities revealed that more 

people thought that the state (45%), rather than the people (30%), should fund all the 
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costs, with a large number (25%) unable to decide.183 Furthermore, of those who thought 

that the people should fund such developments, increasing the cost of travel passes was 

the least popular option (9%), with the most popular idea being fundraising by means of a 

lottery (53%).184 This poll reveals a strong sense of entitlement to subsidised holidays as 

part of the Soviet way of life.    

 

In contrast to the organised tourists travelling on an all-inclusive basis, there was a 

resurgence of independent tourism in late socialism involving two quite different types of 

tourists. Firstly, many of those who might have been labelled dikari were in fact quite 

ordinary tourists, such as one of the informants interviewed for this project who went to 

Alushta in Crimea with her friends in 1972.185 She stayed with a landlady whose house 

accommodated fifteen or twenty guests, and recalled the array of beds in a large room.186 

C. Noack cites undated press reports about the large numbers of dikari in Sochi (two or 

three times more dikari than organised tourists) and Anapa (seven times more dikari).187 

As the 1966 poll above suggests, such people may in fact have preferred the guaranteed 

board and lodging that came with a travel pass, rather than the unpredictability of having 

to make their own arrangements.188  

 

The Soviet media used the first type of independent tourists to criticise both the 

behaviour of unofficial landlords and the official system.189 For example, press reports 

highlighted the demand for family holidays and the general problem of demand 

outstripping supply of travel vouchers (defitsit), which forced people to take ‘inferior’ 

independent holidays.190 In a bid to bolster organised tourism, off-season holidays and 

less popular destinations were then publicised as alternatives to the overcrowded seaside 

towns in the summer.191 However, some local authorities adopted a pragmatic attitude 

when faced with the large numbers of tourists wanting to holiday in their areas. The city 

boundaries of Sochi were simply extended to make a ‘Greater Sochi’, so that more people 
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could holiday in this popular destination.192 The local authorities in Anapa assisted 

independent tourists in renting rooms from private individuals despite Soviet laws to the 

contrary.193  

 

The second type of independent tourists valued the independence of travelling outside the 

system. Young, romantic, urban intellectuals associated this type of tourism with the 

ideals of self-reliance and camaraderie in the natural environment.194 Initially, groups of 

these dikari were from tourist clubs at universities and enterprises. They were supposed 

to register their tour plans as part of the monitoring of independent tourism by local 

STEs, but few complied.195 These tourists were associated with the values of non-

conformism, freedom, and escaping from modernity. They belonged to the sub-cultures 

of bohemian youth and intellectuals sitting around campfires, singing and debating.  

 

The activities of the romantic independent tourists were exemplary of aspects of late 

Soviet culture. Yurchak illustrates his explanation of the idea of living ‘outside’ (vne), an 

important aspect of life within the Soviet system, with accounts of activities similar to 

those of the romantic dikari.196 These include physicists at holiday homes and groups on 

archaeological expeditions sitting around bonfires to sing and recite poetry.197 P. Vail’ 

and A. Genis conclude that ‘the road’ was a key idea for the romantic shestidesiatniki.198 

In the songs of the bards, such as Iurii Kukin, ‘the road’ was seen as the means to answer 

all life’s contradictions, and little more than a guitar and a rucksack were needed on the 

road.199   

 

‘Tourism for Everyone’ 
In 1981, over a decade after the 1969 Central Committee resolution calling for further 

development of tourism and excursions, the Turist magazine published an article by the 
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President of the TsSTE titled ‘Tourism for Everyone’.200 In this article the TsSTE 

President reported on the position of the tourist industry and its goals for the next Five-

Year Plan (1981-85), and laid out an array of statistics, which were described as 

‘impressive’.201 For example, from 1970 to 1980 the trade unions had invested over one 

billion roubles in physical and technical facilities for tourism.202  

 

In 1970 the number of tourists who stayed in state-run tourist facilities was less than 17 

million, but by 1980 the number had risen to 40 million, which represented 15 per cent of 

the Soviet population (using the 1979 population of 262 million).203 However, the total 

number of domestic tourists has been difficult for researchers to estimate, due to the lack 

of reliable statistics on the number of dikari. Using a ‘conservative estimate’ of the 

number of dikari (assumed to be four times the number who stayed in official resorts and 

rest homes) and including people who went abroad, Koenker concludes that in 1980 43 

per cent of the Soviet population had taken a holiday.204 This is broadly corroborated by 

Noack’s estimate that ‘about one-third’ of the Soviet population were tourists ‘during the 

late Soviet Union’.205 Using a benchmark for a ‘mass tourist society’ of at least 30 per 

cent of the adult population, Koenker concludes that by 1980 Soviet tourism had become 

a mass activity, paralleling developments in capitalist countries.206  

 

Furthermore, according to Noack’s analysis, Soviet tourism had acquired a significant 

meaning within the period of late socialism.207 Given that demands for consumer goods 

were not met, ‘the hallmark of a rising living standard under “developed socialism”’, 

Noack argues, was travelling and tourism.208 That said, the USSR became a ‘mass tourist 

society’ during late socialism largely on account of the numbers of dikari travelling 

outside the system. A feature of ‘developed socialism’ was its ability to accommodate the 

coexistence of both the official system and a sizeable unofficial or private sector, and for 
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citizens to participate in both. This correlates with Yurchak’s ideas of ‘the last Soviet 

generation’ living simultaneously inside and ‘outside’ ‘the system’.209  

 

The VTsSPS brochure for the centrally-organised, all-union tour itineraries for 1984 lists 

232 separate itineraries to all parts of the USSR.210 While tourism was spread across the 

USSR, tourists preferred certain destinations (as indicated by the recreational zones in 

Figure 2, page 39), and also to travel during the summer season, which posed problems 

for the centrally planned economy. During late socialism it was usual for privileged 

groups to obtain access to the state-run facilities at popular destinations, while the less 

privileged were left to develop other strategies to cope with the defitsit in travel passes.211  

 

Domestic tourism also faced difficulties common to other areas of the Soviet economy 

and way of life. Lovell highlights the centre-periphery relationship as the ‘central 

problem of Soviet economics’.212 With its reach across the USSR, tourism was 

undoubtedly also affected by this problem. Tourism faced difficulties in achieving its 

targets for the supply of tourist facilities, because of the competition to secure funding 

and then the slow progress of construction of new facilities by the construction ministries 

and the presence of unfinished projects (dolgostroiki).213  

 

While taking all of the above caveats into account, it could nonetheless be argued that 

during late socialism tourism did indeed become an activity ‘for everyone’, with mass 

participation in both organised holidays and dikii turizm. This chapter has concentrated 

on the organisational structure for domestic tourism within the Soviet economy and the 

features of Soviet turizm during late socialism. Mass tourism also made its mark in the 

culture of late socialism and this is considered next.    
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Chapter 2: Domestic Tourism in the Culture of Late Socialism 
 

While on a school trip from Moscow to Rostov Velikii in the early 1980s, a girl looked 

around and tried to imagine herself as an inhabitant of that town in ancient times.214 This 

was a game that she played when she visited old towns. This anecdote and Figure 4 

illustrate the point that tourism is an activity involving and even requiring the use of 

imagination on the part of the traveller. The restrictions on actual travel for Soviet 

citizens meant that simulated, imaginary travel was also prevalent in the USSR in the 

period of late socialism.  

 

 
Figure 4: ‘Signs of summer.’ 

Source: Krokodil, 17 (1970), p. 9. 

 

Tourism can be approached from a number of disciplinary perspectives. One of these is 

to treat it as a cultural practice.215 D. Chaney proposed the use of metaphors in the 
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cultural analysis of tourism, because they can be used in a hermeneutic analysis to 

‘unpack’ the meanings of tourism.216 According to Chaney, the dominant or root 

metaphor in tourism studies has been the dramaturgical one in which tourism is 

imagined as a form of performance or staging.217 The metaphor ‘directs attention to the 

constructed’, and overcomes the issue of authenticity of tourist sights, which has been 

debated by some commentators on tourism.218  

 

The dramaturgical metaphor is not unique to the study of tourism as, according to R. 

Brown, it has been used as one of the root metaphors in studies of social conduct; others 

include seeing society as a machine or organism.219 Chaney states that one of the 

dominant features of modernity can be labelled ‘spectacular theatricality’.220 However, 

in the Russian and Soviet contexts theatricality was not only a feature of modernity. 

Iurii Lotman argues that theatricality was a characteristic of the lives of the Russian 

gentry in the eighteenth century.221 A. Yurchak suggests that the ‘performative 

dimension of authoritative discourse started to play a much greater role’ in the era of 

late socialism.222 Soviet domestic tourism can be viewed as a performance taking place 

within the larger scale performance of late socialism.  

 

This chapter includes an exploration of the practices of Soviet domestic tourism 

focussing on imagination and on the dramaturgical metaphor. The main performers 

examined here are the figures of the tourist and the tour guide. Despite the prominence 

of the theatrical aspect of tourism, there was a tension between Soviet domestic tourism 

as a creative performance and as a controlled activity, like an industrialised mass 

                                                

216 D. Chaney, ‘The Power of Metaphors in Tourism Theory’, in Tourism: Between Place and 
Performance, ed. by S. Coleman and M. Crang (New York: Berghahn Books, 2002), p. 194.  
217 D. Chaney, ‘The Power of Metaphors in Tourism Theory’, in Tourism, ed. by Coleman and Crang, p. 
195.  
218 D. Chaney, ‘The Power of Metaphors in Tourism Theory’, in Tourism, ed. by Coleman and Crang, pp. 
195-96; D. MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (London: Macmillan Press, 1976), 
pp. 14-15. 
219 R. H. Brown, A Poetic for Sociology: Toward a Logic of Discovery for the Human Sciences 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 78.  
220 D. Chaney, Fictions of Collective Life: Public Drama in Late Modern Culture (London: Routledge, 
1993), p. 2.  
221 Y. M. Lotman, ‘The Poetics of Everyday Behaviour in Eighteen-Century Russian Culture’, in The 
Semiotics of Russian Cultural History: Essays by Iurii M. Lotman, Lidiia Ia. Ginsburg and Boris A. 
Uspenskii, ed. by A. D. Nakhimovsky and A. S. Nakhimovsky (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 
68.  
222 A. Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 37, 76. 



 

 51 

production process for large numbers of organised tour groups. The coda to this chapter 

sets out three examples where tourism has been used to construct meanings about other 

aspects of late socialism.    

 

Tourism in the imagination 
The board game printed in Krokodil is one way of playing at being a tourist at home, 

and of engaging with tourism as an activity of the imagination (Figure 5). This game 

shows the tourist’s characteristic circular journey away from and returning to familiar 

everyday places and activities.223 Unlike the methods of escape from the Soviet system 

imagined by some members of the last Soviet generation, described by Yurchak, anyone 

could be a tourist in their imagination, an armchair traveller.224  

 

 
Figure 5: ‘The tourist-home-worker.’  

Source: Krokodil, 16 (1968), back cover.  
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Tourism involves a journey beyond the boundary of everyday space to ‘elsewhere’, 

which may be an unfamiliar location or a familiar place with memories of past 

happiness.225 In tourism studies the idea of being ‘elsewhere’ has been used in a broader 

way than simply spatial. S. Baranowski and E. Furlough argue that modern tourism 

blends the older concept of leisure time with the idea of the tour as a circular journey 

returning to everyday activities.226 Using this model, the definition of ‘elsewhere’ is a 

dualistic model of binary opposites, not only in spatial terms of ‘here’ and ‘not here’, 

but also in terms of activities. As Figure 4 (page 49) shows, ‘elsewhere’ is a mode of 

being, and it involves the use of imagination. The ‘other place’ is not an actual, 

empirical place but an image constructed through mental processes and could be an 

invented place, as in a science fiction novel, or a representation of a real place formed 

through imagination.  

 

C. Rojek and J. Urry argue that, while the idea of ‘escape’ was unable to provide a 

conceptual unity to the study of tourism, it is useful when looking at people who travel 

or dream of travelling.227 Rojek linked ‘escape’ to bourgeois culture’s division of work 

and its reward, leisure, to the ‘dream-life of Modernity’ and to leaving behind the 

monotony of everyday life.228 While the work of these sociologists was based on 

Western societies, their ideas are also useful in looking at the USSR. D. P. Koenker uses 

the idea of ‘escape’ in looking at proletarian tourists in the 1930s.229 Figure 4 above also 

illustrates this idea.  

 

In his study of holidays in the West, F. Inglis argues that ‘holidays prefigure utopia’, by 

which he meant ‘a place of human flourishing’.230 In the USSR, concepts of utopia had 

been shaped by the state’s communist rhetoric, and had a considerably broader scope 

than a holiday. However, Inglis’ discussion of the importance of dreams of summer 
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holidays and anticipation of freedom from work, and of happiness and pleasure is 

relevant to Soviet tourism in the period of late socialism.231 These ideas invoke an 

escape from the everyday grind of ‘byt’.  

 

‘Escape’ has also been used as a theme in the wider context of late Soviet cultural 

studies. R. Stites connects the growth of rural prose and historical fiction in the 

Brezhnev era to readers’ wishes to escape from modernity.232 Yurchak’s study describes 

how some groups escaped to imaginary ‘deterritorialized milieus’ located ‘outside’ 

(vne) the Soviet system during late socialism.233 Although Yurchak did not include 

tourism as one of these methods of escape, the figure of the tourist, a person not 

belonging to ‘our’ place, is similar to these escapees. However, none of the informants 

for this study saw their holidays as a means of escape from the Soviet system in a 

political sense. For one, the escape was from Moscow and her parents to be with her 

own friends.234 This is an example of holidays in late socialism being striking because 

of their ordinariness, rather than always having special ‘Soviet’ features.   

  

Nevertheless, a tour guide recalled that in the late 1960s excursions were educational 

and ideological.235 Tour guides had to cite editorials in Pravda, but she remembered that 

when she mentioned Brezhnev and other political leaders, the tourists turned away in 

silence.236 This suggests that, even though group tours were organised by the state, 

holidays belonged to the private sphere. As far as the tourists were concerned, holidays 

were supposed to be free from state ideology, and thus a form of escape from it.  

 

The places ‘visited’ in the imagination reflect the tourist’s imaginative geography. In 

The Dictionary of Human Geography the term ‘imaginative geographies’, proposed by 

the cultural and literary critic Edward Said, is defined as ‘representations of other places 

– of peoples and landscapes, cultures and “natures” – and the ways in which these 

images reflect the desires, fantasies and preconceptions of their authors and the grids of 
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power between them and their subjects’.237 According to this source, imaginative 

geographies are generated from paintings and other images, travel writing, exhibitions 

and other sources, which together form a structure and self-reinforcing ‘archive’.238 

Rojek suggests a similar idea, which he called ‘indexing and dragging’, using a filing 

cabinet metaphor.239 This involves an individual consciously or unconsciously dragging 

elements from separates files of representation and combining them to create a new 

mental construction of the sight.240  

 

A Soviet opinion poll from 1966 about the sources of information in choosing a type of 

holiday and its destination pointed to the relative importance of different sources of 

information. The advice of friends was the most important source (33%), with reference 

books and maps placed second (22%), then radio and television (18%), newspaper and 

magazine articles (12%), novels and films (8%) and finally promotional brochures 

(7%).241 These results suggest the existence of a pervasive knowledge about tourism and 

destinations, and show the range of sources available.  

Travelling at home 

The power of the moving image in allowing audiences to travel was recognised by W. 

Benjamin, who employed the concept of escape in talking about film blasting the 

dungeons and freeing people to journey.242 Given the loss of aura of a work of art 

through mechanical reproduction, it was assumed that people would travel to experience 

a real object.243 However, some Western commentators envisaged the opposite, whereby 

it is more comfortable never to leave home and simply to visit a distant place 
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virtually.244 In the USSR restrictions on actual travel would have introduced a different 

factor into this debate.  

 

In the 1970s there was contemporaneous, rapid growth in Soviet tourism and in mass 

media culture, particularly television. The number of television sets grew from one per 

fifteen people in 1970 to one per four in 1980, and television developed into the Soviet 

people’s main source of culture, entertainment and propaganda.245 Televisions were 

private property located within the private domestic space, an important part of Soviet 

life by the period of late socialism.246  

 

A milestone in the development of tourism was the 1969 KPSS resolution of 30 May 

1969, mentioned in Chapter 1.247 The last decree in this resolution concerned the 

promotion of tourism on Soviet television and radio, and in print media and feature 

films.248 B. F. Kudinov mentions several examples of programmes aimed at promoting 

domestic tourism, including the radio series Lighthouse (Maiak) and the documentary 

films, Tourist Itineraries (Turistskie marshruty) and Along the Siberian Cascades (Po 

Sibirskomu kaskadu).249   

 

An informant cited the Club of Travellers (Klub puteshestvennikov) television series 

(1960-2003) as a popular source for travel in the imagination during late socialism.250 

The series was originally called Club of Film Travel (Klub kinoputeshestvii), and was 

shown on the first channel of Central TV broadcast from Moscow.251 Typically, the 

programmes showed places that viewers would not expect to travel to in reality, 

including remote parts of the USSR and places abroad, such as Madagascar and 

Antarctica. It also showed activities that viewers were likely to engage in, like marine 

expeditions with Thor Heyerdahl. This series differed from the programmes mentioned 
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by Kudinov, because it was not about tourism or how Soviet citizens could visit the 

places shown; tourism is rarely mentioned.252  

 

The Club of Travellers series imparted information to educate viewers about places and 

the local people and wildlife, thereby contributing to the pedagogical mission of Soviet 

culture.253 The programmes were a rich source of information for viewers’ personal 

archives of imaginative geographies. For example, a 1980 programme about Sakhalin 

concerned its history, nature and geography and included presentations by the directors 

of local museums.254 At the beginning of this programme there is a brief mention of the 

film-expedition’s (kino-ekspeditsiia) journey to Sakhalin, including a tourist trip to the 

Far East, by boat from Vladivostok, and assistance from VTsSPS, but no further 

information of a tourist nature.255  

 

 
Figure 6: Iurii Senkevich.  

Source: ‘Ekspeditsiia Tura Kheierdala na Tigris’, Klub puteshestvennikov, 3:04.  

 

Iurii Senkevich, the presenter from 1973 to 2003 and a serious enthusiast, was a key 

ingredient in the Club of Travellers (Figure 6). He interviewed explorers, sailed with 
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Heyerdahl’s Ra and Tigris expeditions, and travelled to many locations filmed for the 

programme. The programme’s title acknowledged that travel could be imaginary. 

Senkevich was the leader of the Club and viewers were its members, even though, 

paradoxically, the viewers were not actually travelling at all. Members could sit back 

and relax as their trusted guide and the only real traveller, Senkevich, presented the 

world to them, assuming the role of a raconteur. Through the television screen, images 

were brought into people’s homes around the USSR and were made part of everyday 

life. The extraordinary was located in a familiar, ordinary milieu (which Rojek 

concludes eroded the distinction between the ordinary and the extraordinary).256 

Members could be part of the Club even though their responses to the programme 

remained in the private sphere, and could range from not watching at all to active 

engagement, which some demonstrated by writing letters to the programme.257  

 

In late socialism some of the wide range of Soviet slide films (diafil’m), many of which 

were produced for children’s education or entertainment, were sources for imaginative 

geographies.258 These were shown on small projectors, and were without sound but with 

some written information. For example, the 1969 slide film The Globe on Screen No 2 

1969: About Everything from Everywhere (Na ekrane globus No. 2 1969: Otovsiudu 

obo vsem) comprises slides on Heyerdahl’s Ra expedition (including pictures of 

Senkevich), Sierra Leone, the Kuril Islands and camels (Figure 7).259 This appears to be 

a similar but less rich source of information than the Club of Travellers series. 
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Figure 7: The first slide of a diafil’m.  

Source: Na ekrane globus No. 2 1969 g.: Otovsiudu obo vsem.   

 

Imaginary tourism was the subject of a sketch from the 1970s, entitled ‘Club of Film 

Travel’ (Klub kinoputeshestvii), by the Soviet author-performer Mikhail Zhvanetskii, 

who performed his monologues on stage and on television.260 In this sketch, Zhvanetskii 

says that you can imagine everything from home and points to the influence of a few 

documentary film cameramen on the audience of millions.261 He recommends 

replenishing a shortage of imagination at the most popular club, the Club of Cine-tele-

home-woe-travellers (klub kinoteledomagoreputeshestvennikov).262  

 

Zhvanetskii’s sketch builds up to a description of an elaborate imaginary boat trip to 

Australia undertaken by up to a hundred flats in a block, involving images of the ocean 

on the television, an instructor and seven kopeks worth of salt.263 This sketch lampoons 

the idea of collective performances, such as the ideological rituals of parades and 

events, which were typical of official culture at the time. Yurchak argues that the 

meaning of such rituals had changed in late socialism to prioritise the reproduction of 

the ritual.264 The sketch’s collective endeavour also conforms to Rojek’s idea of the 
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artificiality of escape in modern life, which occurs because people are unable to 

abandon their identity and there is ultimately no escape.265  

 

 
Figure 8: ‘My husband and I decided to set out on a voyage by canoe this year.’  

Source: Krokodil, 17 (1970), p. 8. 

 

Figure 8 shows a less elaborate version of the voyage in Zhvanetskii’s sketch, also set 

within the domestic space but not as a collective enterprise. It satirises ‘real’ 

independent tourists and the authentic tourist activity of canoeing, which appeared 

relatively frequently in the Turist magazine. The lampooning of the tourist in Krokodil, 

a publication which belonged to both the official and unofficial spheres, was part of the 

satire found in the culture of late socialism, whose varied targets included the 

stereotypes of different social groups.266 

Travelling at VDNKh  

An informant recalled the memorable experience of watching documentary travel films 

at the Circular cine-panorama (Krugovaia kinopanorama) in the Exhibition of 

Achievements of the National Economy (Vystavka dostizhenii narodnogo khoziaistva, 

hereafter VDNKh) in Moscow as a child (Figures 9-12).267 E. Dobrenko argues that 

VDNKh was designed to create a ‘joyous mood’ and, by denying the artificiality of the 
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exhibits, to fuse together life and art and the spectator with the spectacle.268 Not only 

were objects brought from around the USSR to VDNKh, but at VDNKh people could 

‘travel’ to other parts of the USSR by watching the films. The exhibitions and films 

were both sources of information for visitors’ personal archives of imaginative 

geographies.  

 

 

Figure 9: Driving through Palace Square, Leningrad.  
Source: V dorogu, v dorogu …, 7:04.  

 
Figure 10: Along the promenade. 

Source: V dorogu, v dorogu …, 2:34.  

 

Since 1959 the Circular cine-panorama has shown short documentary films, several 

with travel themes, which were shot using eleven separate cameras and are projected 

simultaneously to surround the audience. The films do not have the pedagogical tone of 

the Club of Travellers series, but suggest the joys of travelling and encountering the 

USSR’s diverse landscapes, cultures and peoples. Sequences include the winding roads 

leading to the Black Sea, Volga cruise ships, skiers and folk dancers, with frequent 
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changes of images to create a fast-paced entertainment. The overall effect is as if the 

audience is participating in a mock tourist experience, such as being on the ski slopes, 

playing with beach balls in the Black Sea or driving through Leningrad. Despite the 

experience of participation in tourism through watching the film, the title of the 1966 

film “Tourists, Take Us with You!” (“Voz’mite nas s soboi, turisty!”) is paradoxical in 

suggesting that tourists were a special category of privileged travellers, or ‘others’.269 

Using J. Baudrillard’s ideas, this simulation of a tourist experience is a hyperreal 

simulacrum, a model without reality or a third-order simulation, because the succession 

of selected images compresses time and space.270  

 

 
Figure 11: Touring the Black Sea Coast. 

Source: “Voz’mite nas s soboi, turisty!”, 1:46. 

 
Figure 12: At the beach. 

Source: “Voz’mite nas s soboi, turisty!”, 1:06. 
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The experience of being surrounded by a performance at the Circular cine-panorama 

shares some similarities with an exhibition of Volga landscapes in St Petersburg in 

1851. The Chernetsov brothers produced a huge painting of Volga landscapes after their 

voyage to discover scenic or touristic images in 1838.271 The painting (700 metres long 

and 2.5 metres high) was displayed by slowly reeling it between two spools while the 

audiences sat in a simulated ship’s cabin and listened to sounds imitating those of river 

travel.272 This simulacrum is similar to Louis Daguerre’s diorama theatre in Paris, which 

opened in 1821, and to John Rowson Smith’s panoramas of the Mississippi, the first of 

which was painted in 1839.273 In Russia the idea of surrounding an audience with a 

multi-faceted simulation of a journey reappeared over a century later at VDNKh’s 

Circular cine-panorama. The link to tourism and entertainment was present in both. The 

Chernetsov brothers’ illustrated travelogue, originally given to Tsar Nikolai I, was re-

discovered in the 1960s and published in 1970.274 This publication is an example of 

Benjamin’s ideas of works of art being brought to a mass audience through mechanical 

reproduction, and it connects ordinary life with an out-of-the-ordinary experience.275   

Destinations of the imagination 

Krokodil’s imaginary tourist also appeared outside the home. Figure 13 shows an 

‘escape’ from work, albeit in a location in the imagination. It also references a 

phenomenon noted in the period of late socialism, namely the absence of reality behind 

a map or text, which was also a topic of concern to Western thinkers.276 A map is a 

metaphor or simulation of the place it represents.277 Using Baudrillard’s idea of the 

‘precession of simulacra’, a map without reality behind it is hyperreal simulacrum, 

which Baudrillard thought would come to dominate experience and understanding of the 
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world.278 For M. de Certeau, place names can develop meanings and detach from the 

places they relate to.279 Figure 13 shows a map of the Black Sea, a name which 

developed meanings beyond its geographical location, such as its association with the 

Soviet seaside holiday.   

    

 
Figure 13: ‘You’d better not ask him. He’s gone on holiday this week.’ 

Source: Krokodil, 22 (1973), p. 7. 

 

A lack of reality also appears in M. Veller’s short story ‘I Want to Go to Paris’ (Khochu 

v Parizh), a tale of locational confusion.280 The story’s hero, Dimka, whose interest in 

Paris stemmed from the film The Three Musketeers, flies from Moscow to Paris. 

However, he hears people speaking Russian on the streets and discovers that this ‘Paris’ 

is a gigantic theatrical backdrop located in a familiar place in the USSR.281 Dimka’s 

dreams are dashed – there had never been a Paris– and he torches the backdrop with his 
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cigarette lighter.282 Rojek sees the anticlimax experienced by some when in a place they 

had only imagined previously, as piercing ‘the magic of distance’, but concludes that 

people nonetheless habitually return to travelling as a means of escape.283  

 

 
Figure 14: ‘An objective view.’  

Source: Krokodil, 24 (1959), back cover. 

 

In Figure 14 the tourist space has clear boundaries and the foreign tourist is duped by 

his preconceptions of Moscow.284 The fake seems, at a first glance, to be similar to the 

simulated ‘Paris’ in Veller’s story. However, unlike Dimka’s disappointment at 

                                                

282 Veller, p. 291.  
283 Rojek, Escape, p. 9; W. Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, 
trans. by H. Zohn (London: NLB, 1973), p. 152.   
284 For other perspectives see A. E. Gorsuch, ‘From Iron Curtain to Silver Screen: Imagining the West in 
the Khrushchev Era’; and S. E. Reid, ‘Who Will Beat Whom? Soviet Popular Reception of the American 
National Exhibition in Moscow, 1959’, in Imagining the West in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, ed. 
by G. Péteri (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), pp. 161-62, 229.  
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discovering that he had been deceived, this tourist seems particularly pleased with fake 

Moscow, thus conforming to the criticism that tourists are often content with superficial 

experiences.285 A parallel in Russian history were the ‘Potemkin villages’, which, S. 

Dixon argues, Catherine the Great knew were faked but she played her role in a piece of 

imperial theatre.286 The cartoon’s tourist fulfils his allotted role, which invokes the 

metaphor of tourism as a performance, by duly photographing all the scenes presented 

and adding another layer to the hyperreal.  

 

There has been considerable debate among researchers about the quest for the 

‘authentic’, a hallmark of the discerning traveller, as opposed to the passive acceptance 

by the tourist of tourist sights presented to them by the mass tourism industry.287 While 

the question of authenticity can be debated at length, it seems that there is no single 

solution. O. Löfgren argues that definitions of the authentic are constantly changed in 

tourist narratives.288 The perception of authenticity of a tourist experience appears to be 

more important than questioning whether it really is authentic and what that means.  

 

The above definition of imaginative geographies, based on Said’s work, refers to ‘other 

places’.289 Said suggests that it is a universal practice to create alterity in space by 

dividing space between an individual’s familiar (‘our’) space and unfamiliar space 

beyond, (‘theirs’).290 A tourist may travel from home to an unfamiliar ‘elsewhere’, but 

could also travel to a familiar place, such as a childhood holiday destination.  

 

S. Medvedev argues that Russian culture lacks a more general spatial sense, having ‘a 

relatively vague sense of distance, border and places’, which he attributes to the 

vastness of the space and lack of clearly defined natural boundaries.291 Soviet space and 

‘abroad’ appear to have been difficult for some individuals to define. This confusion is 

                                                

285 Veller, pp. 263-91; MacCannell, p. 10.  
286 S. Dixon, Catherine the Great (London: Profile, 2009), p. 286. 
287 S. Baranowski and E. Furlough, ‘Introduction’, in Being Elsewhere, ed. by Baranowski and Furlough, 
pp. 2-3.   
288 O. Löfgren, On Holiday: A History of Vacationing (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), pp. 
183-84. 
289 Johnston, Gregory and others, pp. 372-73.  
290 E. W. Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978; repr. London: Penguin, 2003), p. 54.  
291 S. Medvedev, ‘A General Theory of Russian Space’, in Beyond the Limits, ed. by J. Smith, p. 18.  
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suggested in Veller’s short story, ‘I Want to Go to Paris’.292 Zhvanetskii comments in 

his sketch ‘Club of Film Travel’ that visitors feel at home in Paris, which adds to the 

ambiguity about whether, for Soviet citizens, Paris was somewhere in the USSR, as in 

Veller’s story.293 Zhvanetskii also points out that places abroad resemble Soviet 

locations, such as New York and Yalta, and New Zealand and the Caucasus near 

Sukhumi. These comments could shape a listener’s imaginative geography.294  

 

Geographical confusion is also apparent in Yurchak’s description of the concept of an 

imaginary abroad (zagranitsa), typically the Imaginary West, which existed during late 

socialism in opposition to at home (u nas). It was not described as a coherent ‘territory’ 

or even named, but comprised Soviet reinterpretations of discourses, music, objects and 

images linked to the West.295 At no point does Yurchak refer to imaginary tourism as a 

means of ‘visiting’ the imagined spaces he describes. The Imaginary West existed only 

at the time when the real West could not be visited.296 This has a parallel in Veller’s 

Soviet-era story of an imaginary Soviet ‘Paris’, whereas the post-Soviet film based on 

the story, A Window on Paris (Okno v Parizh) showed Russians being transported to the 

real Paris, rather than a fake canvas version.297 Yurchak’s Imaginary West also had a 

precursor in some of the Westernisers group of nineteenth-century Russian thinkers. 

Lotman comments that it was typical to find a Westerniser who was disinterested in the 

real West and that the West was a point of view, rather than a geographical location.298   

 

A Soviet tourist from Moscow reported that, when she travelled to certain parts of the 

USSR, she was apparently confused about whether she was, in fact, in the USSR or 

not.299 She described the Baltic states and Uzbekistan, which she visited in the late 

Soviet era, as ‘other worlds’, and said that Central Asia was Asia not the USSR, or was 

a lesser USSR, commenting on the absence of women in a tea room and on the 

                                                

292 Veller, pp. 263-91. 
293 Zhvanetskii, 0:27-0:42.  
294 Zhvanetskii, 2:54-3:02.  
295 Yurchak, pp. 158-61.  
296 Yurchak, p. 159.  
297 Okno v Parizh, dir. by Iu. Mamin and A. Tygai (Les Films du Bouloi and others, 1993).  
298 Y. M. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture, trans. by A. Shukman (London: I. 
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streets.300 Another informant remembered meeting a Russian-speaking local boy in the 

remote Alai valley in Kyrgyzh SSSR, and commented that for the local inhabitants 

people from Moscow were like people coming from Mars.301 This informant did not, 

however, draw any parallels with A. and B. Strugatskii’s science fiction novel from the 

period of late socialism, Roadside Picnic (Piknik na obochine), on which A. 

Tarkovskii’s film Stalker was based, or comment on what effect any artefacts left 

behind would have had on the local inhabitants.302 In Roadside Picnic the remains of the 

space travellers’ picnics on earth, a form of tourist activity, become inexplicable and 

dangerous objects for man, with impacts far beyond the picnic sites.303  

 

One informant’s view was that the ancient towns of the Golden Ring were familiar 

spaces for the majority of Muscovites, because they had relatives in the countryside.304 

Every year until she was sixteen, she spent all her holidays with her grandparents in a 

village near Yaroslavl.305 However, as another Muscovite’s game of imagining life in 

the past showed, for others the Golden Ring towns offered an experience of another 

world, by linking place and time through use of the imagination.306 This is similar to the 

time travel in M. Bulgakov’s play, Ivan Vasil’evich, which was the basis for the comedy 

film from the Brezhnev era, Ivan Vasil’evich Changes Profession (Ivan Vasil’evich 

meniaet professiiu), which was partly filmed in Rostov Velikii.307  

 

The inherently arbitrary process of division of space, as suggested by Said, and the 

spatial confusion in Russian culture and in the minds of informants suggest that, for 

Soviet tourists, specifying a spatial ‘elsewhere’ was a personal matter. The division of 

tourism into domestic tourism or abroad appears to have had less meaning in the USSR, 

compared to countries with less diversity within their own borders.   
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The tourist 

Chaney states that the figure of the tourist has been used as a metaphor for a ‘distinctive 

way of being-in-the-world’.308 For D. MacCannell, using a lens of social theory, the 

tourist is ‘one of the best models available for modern-man-in-general’, because an 

initial understanding of modern civilisation arises in the tourist’s mind.309 These views 

point to the complexity and importance of the tourist as a figure in modern culture.  

 

In late socialism, Western tourists visiting the USSR tended to be portrayed as negative 

figures. The 1960 film Russian Souvenir (Russkii suvenir) and the 1963 animated film 

Mister Twister (Mister Tvister), based on S. Marshak’s popular children’s story in verse 

from 1933, are a case in point.310 Soviet domestic tourists, on the other hand, were 

ambivalent figures. They were promoted as an essential part of modernity, which a 

vanguard state such as the USSR had to have. As such, they were the focus readership 

of the Turist magazine. However, the domestic tourist was also abundantly satirised in 

magazines such as Krokodil. In the film I walk around Moscow (Ia shagaiu po Moskve) 

Soviet tourists are easily distracted from their tour guide’s rather bored delivery of 

historical facts in Red Square by the young hero’s intervention to point out the GUM 

department store.311 This ambivalent presentation of the tourist is one of the paradoxes 

of late socialism.  

 

In late Soviet culture tourists were portrayed as imaginary figures or ‘others’, rather like 

the comment above that tourists were like Martians, even to people who were, at other 

times, tourists themselves. This may reflect the fact that not everyone could be a tourist 

in the USSR. Tourism became a mass activity in the period of late socialism, but not 

everyone was able to travel, and certainly not to any destination, partly because of the 

restrictions of the travel pass system. Although people were encouraged to be tourists, 

in reality the tourist was ‘someone else’. An informant said that her father had been to 
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the seaside but, seemingly with regret, her mother never saw the sea, ‘never in her life, 

never, never’.312  

 

One way in which the ‘otherness’ of tourists was indicated was in semantic terms. For 

example, in guidebooks about Kostroma published during late socialism, the language 

emphasises the deliberate separation between the local narrators, who describe the 

Kostroma as ‘our town’ in ‘our area’, leaving the tourists as a separate ‘other’, a visiting 

stranger.313  In these publications the tourists are mentioned in relation to a few specific 

locations, such as the thousands of tourists attracted to the museum-reserve.314 The 

impersonal, anonymous, swarming ‘otherness’ of the tourists, almost another species, in 

these examples is in opposition to ‘us’.  

 

 
Figure 15: ‘We’ve resolved the problem of the sale of unpopular literature.’ 

Source: Krokodil, 21 (1974), p. 9. 
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Another way in which tourists were shown to be not ‘us’ is by portraying the tourist as a 

fool or the victim of deception (Figure 15). According to S. Graham, stupidity, often 

juxtaposed with its opposite, is the most common motif in jokes in Russian, whose 

heyday was during the period of late socialism, when the few sources of culture were 

widely available and concise jokes had a ‘heavy semantic load’.315 While tourists were 

not commonly the dupes in anecdotes from the period of late socialism, Krokodil 

regularly lampooned tourists in its summer editions (Figure 16).316  

 

 

Figure 16: ‘We didn’t extend the travel pass? So what!’  
Source: Krokodil, 16 (1967), back cover. 

 

Tourist roles 

Using the performance metaphor, tourism offers its participants the opportunity to 

assume a different role for the duration of their holiday, which involves using 

imagination. A Soviet tourist could play various characters, including the adventurer, 

the glamour-seeker and the romantic lover, and sometimes all these roles at the same 
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time.317 After returning home, and despite resuming everyday activities, the tourist 

could become the raconteur, which could be a life-long role as the informants for this 

project showed.  

 

 
Figure 17: The tourist in the first issue. 

 Source: Turist, 1966:1, p. 1. 

 

The adventurer was the role for those with a love of nature and the outdoors, including 

the hikers with rucksacks and their own provisions and the rafters often seen in the 

Turist magazine, who were generally regarded as authentic active Soviet tourists (Figure 

17).318 In Russian culture, the countryside has been associated with the personal 

characteristics of the Russian people, such as daring, boldness, and love of speed.319 The 
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necessary skills, such as how to make your equipment and navigation, could be learned 

from a tourist reference book.320 By playing the role of the adventurer, a tourist could 

demonstrate qualities which he was unable to use during the rest of the year. However, 

the cartoon below suggests some frustration with these adventurers.  

 

 
Figure 18: ‘Service for tourists.’ 

Source: Krokodil, 26 (1971), p. 11. 

 

The Soviet adventurer was contemptuous of the less active, so-called ‘pyjama people’, 

who limited their hiking to the short trip from the turbaza to the beach.321  While this 

appears to echo the Western trope of the traveller’s superiority over the tourist, in fact 

this class-based thinking was not widespread in Soviet culture. Only Joseph Brodsky’s 

travel writing while in exile outside the USSR mentions the traveller (puteshestvennik), 

which, S. Turoma suggests, was an expression of nostalgia for the gentleman traveller 

and the loss of opportunities for adventure and exploration, and a broader critique of 

contemporary culture and society.322  
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To one tour guide tourism had changed over the decades and become ‘organised, 

mechanised’ and comfortable.323 This points to the post-war rise of the Soviet tourist 

playing the role of the seeker of glamour, looking for enchantment or beauty. A tourist 

recalled staying in a luxurious room containing a suite of black furniture, which 

happened to be decorated with her initial, in a ‘super-stylish hotel’ in Yaroslavl during 

late socialism.324 She and her two children were on an organised tour and were allocated 

this desirable room because it was for three people.    

 

The Soviet cruise was the ultimate locus of glamour, as shown in the 1954 film The 

Reserve (Zapasnoi igrok), in which a luxurious ship has a swimming pool on desk and a 

large dance floor and orchestra.325 A. E. Gorsuch terms the images of this ship as 

‘impossibly utopian’.326 Some passengers play the roles of the seekers of glamour, 

including a blonde actress who arrives for the voyage in a convertible car.327 The 

exaggeration of the ship’s décor and the glamorous upper-deck passengers, juxtaposed 

with the ordinariness of a factory’s football team travelling to a competition, subtly 

satirises the trope of glamour.  

 

Similar but more pronounced satire is found in the comedy, also from 1954, True 

Friends (Vernye druz’ia).328 The film concerns three middle-aged friends, who hold 

important positions, taking a rafting holiday together. One repeatedly asks for a deluxe 

cabin, only to be guided to a tent on a raft, which echoes the opening scenes of the 

heroes in childhood (Figure 19).329 The friends spend an enjoyable holiday mixing with 

kind-hearted ordinary people and doing good deeds.330 The Soviet values of friendship 

and community are promoted and luxury tourism ridiculed. It also illustrates Inglis’ 

argument that returning to the ‘abandon and bliss of childhood’ is a holiday dream.331 
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One Soviet tourist recalled that a common childhood dream ‘of ours’ was to go on a 

raft.332  

 

 

Figure 19: The friends board their raft.  
Source: Vernye druz’ia, 21:42. 

 

River cruise ships also had luxurious surroundings and an air of glamour, allowing 

passengers to play their chosen tourist roles (Figure 20). Travel passes for sea cruises 

were seen as very hard to obtain, because they usually went to directors of enterprises, 

and river cruises were quite difficult to access.333 One informant’s friend was on a 

waiting list for a whole year in order to get a place on a boat trip from Moscow to 

Rostov-on-Don.334   
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