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“Cultural Exchange: Russia and the West” 

 
The University of Bristol hosted the BASEES Postgraduate Conference on 
11 April, 2011 which took place at the Graduate School of Arts and 
Humanities. 
 
The conference was sponsored by the British Association for Slavonic and 
East European Studies (BASEES), the Bristol Institute for Research in the 
Humanities and Arts (BIRTHA) and the Transnational Modernisms 
Research Cluster (TMRC) at the University of Bristol. The conference 
brought together current research students working on various topics 
related to cultural exchange between Russia and the West. Apart from 
academic goals, the aim of the conference was to encourage esprit de 
corps among the students from different universities and disciplinary 
backgrounds.  
 
Attendance 
 
The conference was attended by research students from a number of UK 
universities, including the University of Cambridge, the Courtauld Institute 
of Art, University of Edinburgh and UCL. Several undergraduate and 
masters’ students from the University of Bristol also attended the 
conference to network with current postgraduates and to learn more about 
doctoral research. 

Keynote address 

The conference began with a keynote lecture from Dr Mike O’Mahony from 
the University of Bristol entitled ‘Twixt Fear and Fascination: Reflections on 
East-West Cultural Dialogues in the Twentieth Century’ which examined 
Soviet and Western cinema during the 1920s and set out the theme for the 
day of cultural exchange between Russia and the West using the medium 
of film.  

Programme 

The conference provided a relaxed and friendly environment for the 
participants to get to know each other and to share their ideas on artistic 
creativity in Russia during the twentieth century, a time of revolutionary and 
ideological change. Among the questions discussed were:   
 
-Emigration and moments of cultural interaction 



-Contacts across geographic, political and cultural boundaries 

-Russian culture within different international contexts 

-Cultural connections between Russia, Europe and the United States 

 
Themes discussed 
 
Conference papers looked at a wide range of topics – from the Ballets  
Russes to censorship of Western literature in the Soviet Union. The papers 
were organised into three panels that covered three broad areas of 
Russian studies– visual culture; exhibitions and display; and cultural 
production in the Soviet Union:  
 
First Session: Cultural Connections: Russia and the European Avant-Garde 
 
Natalia Murray (Courtauld Institute of Art) discussed the critic Nikolai 
Punin’s role in promoting the French Post-Impressionists in Russia with a 
focus on Cézanne, while Cinthia Willaman Baltaxe (University of 
Cambridge) examined Sonia and Robert Delaunay’s relationships with 
Russian artists in Paris. Finally, Louise Hardiman (University of Cambridge) 
explored British portraits of Pavlova and Nijinsky. Dr Dorothy Rowe 
(University of Bristol) chaired the panel.  
 
Second Session: Art, Patronage and Display: Cultural Exchange between 
Russia and the United States   
 
Annie Blood (Courtauld Institute of Art) opened the session with a paper on 
cultural exchange between Russia and American during the 1920s looking 
at exhibitions in Moscow and New York. Theodora Clarke (University of 
Bristol) examined Katherine Dreier’s patronage of Wassily Kandinsky and 
the Russian art in the collection of the Societé Anonyme.  Julia Bailey 
(UCL) finished by discussing the display of Socialist Realism in America 
during Krushchev’s Thaw. All the papers were warmly welcomed by Dr 
Barnaby Haran (University of Bristol), the panel chair. 

Third Session: Stalin and the West: Interpretation and Representation of 
the Soviet Union   
 
Chaired by Dr Mike O’Mahony (University of Bristol), this panel was 
characterised by a range of speakers in different cultural fields. The first 
paper was by Samantha Sherry (University of Edinburgh), who explored 
censorship of western literature in the Soviet Union. She was followed by 
Maria Starkova (Courtauld Institute of Art), whose paper examined 



illustrations of internationalism in children’s periodicals of the first two 
decades of the USSR. Ariane Galy (University of Edinburgh), gave the final 
paper of the day, which discussed the Soviet Union and the West and ways 
in which a Western historiography of Stalin had been created.   

Closing address 

A highlight of the conference was the closing lecture by the leading scholar 
on Russian art Professor John Milner from the Courtauld Institute of Art. At 
the last minute he was able to attend and deliver a talk on his major re-
hanging and re-interpretation of the extensive collection of works by El 
Lissitzky in the collection of the Stedelijk an Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, 
the Netherlands. This exhibition is currently on view entitled ‘Re-Presenting 
El Lissitzky’. 

Theodora Clarke, the conference convenor, led the concluding discussion 
and thanked everyone for their attendance at the conference. 
 
http://www.bris.ac.uk/arts/gradschool/community/conferences/cultural-
exchange.html  
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