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Abstract
This article explores the phenomenon of foreign tourism to the Soviet Union 
during the 1930s, focusing on the operations of the State Joint Stock Company for 
Foreign Tourism, commonly known as Intourist. Established in 1929, Intourist 
promoted the Soviet Union as a desirable tourist destination on the international 
stage and facilitated travel to the USSR for foreign nationals. While profit served 
as a primary incentive for the industry’s development, Intourist also sought 
to create a ‘Soviet-style’ tourism experience, designed to provide visitors with 
an education on the USSR’s progress towards utopia. To achieve this, tourists 
first had to be taught about the USSR’s domestic policies through promotional 
material such as advertisements, brochures and posters.

Delving into the complex interplay between the state’s development and the 
communication of these processes with the outside world, this article argues 
that Intourist’s promotional material, as well as the tours that the company 
organised, mirrored contemporary Soviet economic, social and cultural policies. 
By revealing the high levels of interaction between Soviets and foreigners 
in the tourism industry, this article thus adds to the growing scholarship 
demonstrating the porosity of the barriers between the Soviet and non-Soviet 
worlds during the 1930s, undermining the common perception that the USSR 
was a ‘closed society’.
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Between 1929 and 1941, over 130,000 foreigners visited the USSR. These 
travellers’ journeys in the Soviet Union were hosted by the State Joint 
Stock Company for Foreign Tourism in the USSR (Gosudarstvennoe 
Aktsioneroe Obshchestvo po Inostrannomu Turismu v SSSR), commonly 
known as Intourist.1 Throughout the 1930s, the decade that saw the Soviet 
Union violently transformed from an agrarian society to a modernised, 
industrial state, foreign tourists were encouraged to visit and behold the 
Bolshevik experiment.

Founded in 1929, Intourist had grand plans of establishing mass tourism to 
the USSR. Yet, these plans were hindered from the start: the Soviet Union 
was a location paradoxical to conventional ideas of a desirable holiday 
destination. Nevertheless, having looked to the West and seen the successes 
of the United Kingdom’s and United States’ budding tourism industries, 
the Soviet Government was determined to attempt a similar experiment. 
Throughout the interwar period, companies such as Thomas Cook and 
American Express established the hallmarks of the tourist experience. Group 
tours were popularised, mass promotion normalised and travel abroad was 
marketed as a unique, desirable leisure activity. At a time in which travel 
was becoming more accessible to middle-class Westerners, these tourism 
companies’ profits soared.2

Eager to achieve similar success, Intourist was closely modelled on its 
Western counterparts. Much like Thomas Cook or American Express, 
Intourist distributed promotional material worldwide and marketed their 
group tours as leisure activities. Additionally, profit remained a primary 
objective. Yet, profitability was not the sole purpose of Intourist. Rather, 
tourism would also become a medium to educate foreigners about the 
cultural, social and economic development of the USSR. This aim would 
form the backbone of ‘Soviet-style’ tourism.

Soviet-style tourism was intended to demonstrate the USSR’s progress 
towards the total manifestation of a purported socialist utopia to 
international visitors. Tours and disseminated promotional materials 
detailed the developments, progressions and reversals of domestic policies. 

1	  Igor Orlov and Aleksei Popov, Skvoz’ zheleznyi zanaves: See USSR! Inostrannye turisty i prizrak 
potemkinskikh dereven’ (Izadetelskii dom Vysshei shkoly ekonomiki, 2018), 146.
2	  Paul Fussell, Abroad: British Literary Travelling between the Wars (Oxford University Press, 1982), 
15–23; József Böröcz, ‘Travel-Capitalism: The Structure of Europe and the Advent of the Tourist’, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 34, no. 4 (1992): 735–41, jstor.org/stable/179354, doi.org/​
10.1017/​S0010417500018065.

http://jstor.org/stable/179354
http://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417500018065
http://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417500018065
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These promotional materials, as well as the organised tours themselves, 
reveal how this Soviet state industry wished to communicate these changes 
to foreigners, inviting them to learn about Soviet affairs.

This article seeks to show how Intourist opened small windows into the USSR 
for foreigners, allowing them to ‘See USSR’.3 It, thus, strengthens other 
counters to the perception of the USSR in the 1930s as a ‘closed society’. 
This idea, developed in the Cold War, stressed the rigidity of barriers between 
East and West and the lack of interaction between the respective worlds.4 
Yet, as other recent histories have stressed, such as Ekaterina Pravilova’s The 
Ruble (2023), this perception may require reanalysis.5 Tourism is a unique 
phenomenon that undermines the idea of a state’s total isolation. Such a 
case has already been made convincingly by Alex Hazanov in the post-Stalin 
Soviet Union, but this article argues that these small windows into Soviet 
affairs, through which East and West attempted to communicate with each 
other, had been opened, albeit briefly, during the 1930s.6 The persistent 
observation of Western tourism companies by the Soviets as they crafted 
their own industry, the promotion of Soviet tourism to foreigners (which 
required participation in international markets), the constant refinement 
of how to best educate foreigners about the Soviet Union, as well as the 
dissemination of information about the USSR by foreign tourists back to 
their respective home audiences following their trips, combine to reveal 
great levels of interaction between East and West. On account of such 
interplay, this article ultimately suggests that barriers between the Soviet 
and non-Soviet worlds were not totally impassable but porous.

Intourist: West-facing, Soviet oriented
Although Intourist was not the first Soviet travel company, it was the 
organisation responsible for establishing mass tourism to the USSR. Prior 
to Intourist’s formation in 1929, travel to the USSR had been possible, 

3	  Intourist’s slogan, as featured on many of their promotional materials.
4	  For a broader overview of the discourse see: Sergei I. Zhuk, ‘Closing and Opening Soviet Society 
(Introduction to the Forum)’, Ab Imperio, no. 2 (2011): 123–58, doi.org/10.1353/imp.2011.0077.
5	  Ekaterina Pravilova, The Ruble: A Political History (Oxford Academic, 2023), doi.org/10.1093/
oso/9780197663714.001.0001.
6	  Alex Hazanov, ‘Porous Empire: Foreign Visitors and the Post Stalin Soviet State’ (PhD thesis, 
University of Pennsylvania, 2016).

http://doi.org/10.1353/imp.2011.0077
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197663714.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197663714.001.0001
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but its scale was limited.7 Its precursor VOKS, founded in 1925, had been 
particularly successful at forming cultural diplomatic links between East 
and West, stewarding the journeys of notable intellectuals through the 
country who went on to advocate for the USSR on the global stage.8 Despite 
its achievements, detailed in Michael David-Fox’s Showcasing the Great 
Experiment (2010), VOKS’s ability to generate profit was limited. Amid the 
first Five Year Plan (1928–32), when hard currency was desperately needed 
to fund the great industrialisation drive, tourism was proposed as a money-
making solution. As Shawn Connelly Salmon outlined in her doctoral 
dissertation ‘To the Land of the Future’ (2008), Intourist was specifically 
created to cater for the typical tourists of the period, namely middle-class 
Westerners whose ideological beliefs were likely not aligned with the USSR’s 
communist cause, but whose cash was intensely coveted.9 In April 1929, 
Intourist was created to head this cash extraction mission.

From its conception, Intourist had bold ambitions, aiming to attract over 
100,000 foreign visitors to the USSR by 1933.10 However, these ambitions 
were marred by both the Soviet Union’s dire lack of tourism infrastructure 
and confusion as to how to best attract foreign visitors. In discussions in the 
major Soviet newspaper Izvestiia, journalists ruminated over what tourism 
to the USSR would resemble. Looking Westward to the tourism industries 
of France and Germany, Intourist bosses speculated which sites foreigners 

7	  Many of these earlier visitors to the Bolshevik Russia/USSR were in the region for labour not 
leisure. For examples of their accounts see: William Rodner, Lorraine M. Lees and DeWitt Clinton 
Poole, An American Diplomat in Bolshevik Russia (University of Wisconsin Press, 2015); John Reed, Ten 
Days that Shook the World (Penguin Publishers, 1967); Florence Farmborough, Nurse at the Russian Front 
(Futura, 1974).
For examples of travel in the early 1920s see: C. E. Bechhofer Roberts, Through Starving Russia, Being a 
Record of a Journey to Moscow and the Volga Provinces, in August and September (Methuen, 1921); Anna 
Ruth Fry, Three Visits to Russia, 1922–1925 (James Clark and Co., 1942); Morris Gordin, Utopia in 
Chains: An American’s Experience in Red Russia (Houghton Mifflin Co., 1926).
8	  For an extensive history of VOKS see: Michael David-Fox, Showcasing the Great Experiment: 
Cultural Diplomacy and Western Visitors to the Soviet Union, 1921–1941 (Oxford University Press, 2010), 
doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199794577.001.0001. Examples of famous VOKS clienteles’ writings 
that advocated for the USSR include George Bernard Shaw, The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism 
and Capitalism (Brentano’s, 1928); Sydney and Beatrice Webb, Soviet Communism: A New Civilisation 
(Charles Schribner’s Sons, 1936).
9	  Shawn Connelly Salmon, ‘To the Land of the Future: A History of Intourist and Travel to the 
Soviet Union, 1929–1991’ (PhD thesis, Stanford University, 2008), 29–33.
10	  Salmon, ‘To the Land of the Future’, 33.

http://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199794577.001.0001


99

‘See USSR’

would wish to visit in the USSR, and pondered what the USSR could offer 
foreign visitors in comparison to well-established tourism destinations 
in Europe.11

Additionally, journalists stressed that, although the primary goal of the 
industry was to generate profit, this should not be the sole endeavour. 
Tourism represented a prime opportunity to demonstrate the successes of 
the revolution to foreigners and educate them on Soviet progress. If this was 
done successfully, a ‘living cultural bond’ between the USSR and foreign 
nationals could be established.12 All stressed that such an opportunity 
should not be squandered, and that there was great potential to create a new 
Soviet-style of tourism.

Though Intourist had few definitive answers about what this new style of 
tourism would actually entail, in light of the potential benefits, preparations 
to greet the masses were made. Throughout late 1929, tourism infrastructure, 
such as hotels, were haphazardly assembled, and guides quickly trained 
for tours scheduled for the following year. Intourist hubs sprouted up in 
European cities, and deals were struck between international travel agencies 
such as Thomas Cook and American Express.13

A new vision of tourism:  
Intourist’s Arctic Tour
Intourist’s Arctic Tour in 1931 stands as an early example of the company’s 
attempts to craft a Soviet-style tourism experience: a process that combined 
education of foreigners in Soviet affairs with profit extraction. The trip 
was ambitious in premise and itinerary: a 40-day round trip aboard the SS 
Malygin that promised to get tourists within 500 feet of the North Pole. 
In the major Soviet newspaper Pravda, one journalist stressed that this trip 
would make history, providing tourists with the opportunity to access ‘one 
of the most inaccessible and remote regions on the face of the globe’ while 
still guaranteeing their ‘safety and comfort’ throughout the adventure.14

11	  ‘V SSSR imeiutsia shirokie vozmozhnosti dlia razvitiia inostrannogo turizma’, Izvestiia, no. 115, 
23 May 1929, 4; ‘Kul’turnoe obsluzhivanie inostrannykh turistov. (Beseda s predsedatelem VOKC 
tov. O. D. Kamenevoi)’, Izvestiia, no. 115, 23 May 1929, 4; N. V. Tino, ‘Kak privlekat’ inostrannykh 
turistov v SSSR’, Izvestiia, no. 180, 8 August 1929, 3.
12	  ‘Kul’turnoe obsluzhivanie inostrannykh turistov’, 4.
13	  Samantha Kravitz, ‘The Business of Selling the Soviet Union: Intourist and the Wooing of American 
Travelers, 1929–1939’ (Master’s thesis, Concordia University, 2006), 45–7.
14	  R. L. Samoilovich, ‘Polet tseppelina v artiku’, Pravda, 13 August 1931.
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These boastings in Pravda became the promotional basis for the trip in 
American newspaper advertisements, which stressed the uniqueness of the 
trip on the basis of its originality (Figure 1). The text-based advertisements 
emphasised that this was not only going to be a comfortable trip, but also 
one that would serve to educate tourists, as, leading the trip, was ‘Professor 
Vize’, an eminent Soviet polar scientist and explorer.15 The target clientele 
was broad, with advertisements calling upon the ‘scientist, sportsman and 
traveler’ to join. Yet, with the price of the journey set at US$2,500, close to 
three-and-a-half times the yearly salary of an American common labourer, 
Intourist’s clientele would certainly have to be wealthy.16

Figure 1: Advertisement for Arctic Tour, 1931.
Source: New York Times, 7 June 1931.

15	  ‘Arctic Tour is Planned’, New York Times, 2 May 1931; ‘Through Europe through Cooks’, New York 
Times, 7 June 1931; ‘Cruise to the Arctic: For the Scientist, Sportsman and Traveller’, New York Times, 
7 June 1931.
16	  An average common labourer’s wage in 1931 was calculated based on the average hourly wage: 41.2 
cents x 35 (hours per week) x 50 (weeks per year). See: United States Department of Labor, Handbook 
of Labor Statistics: 1936 Edition (Government Printing Office, 1936), 917.
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The ambitious style of the Arctic Tour mimicked the contemporary changes 
of the USSR. In 1931, the first Five Year Plan was in full swing, as the USSR 
was violently and rapidly industrialised. Both the countryside and cities of the 
Soviet Union were radically transformed, with policies such as sedentarisation 
and collectivisation permanently altering the state’s landscapes and cultures 
of its inhabitants in the frantic drive for modernisation.17 In spite of the 
mass destruction and loss of life caused by these policies, Soviet leadership 
proclaimed these transformations as a ‘dizzying success’.18

Educating foreigners on the successes of the radical Soviet modernisation 
project required a radical demonstration. While Intourist was unable to show 
foreign tourists a Soviet city as modernised or luxurious as ones in the West, 
the company could still treat the tourists with a display of the ‘best’ of the 
USSR: Soviet ideology in action. The Arctic Tour’s composition was to serve 
as an analogy for the wider Bolshevik mission of overpowering all challenges, 
even nature itself. The most extreme, inhospitable location (the Arctic) was to 
be conquered with the advanced, powerful Soviet technology (the icebreaker 
SS Malygin). Tourists were to observe in awe this feat, made possible through 
the fruits of modernisation achieved by the implementation of Soviet 
ideology.19 Yet, simultaneously, the tourists were to be active participants in 
this endeavour, as they were invited to share in the universal benefits of the 
ideology’s achievements regardless of their status as foreigners.

Despite Intourist’s intentions, the Arctic Tour was riddled with hiccups. 
Several tourists fell into the freezing ocean, there was a lack of hot water, 
terrible quality food and, at one point, the Malygin became lost in a polar 
fog.20 Regardless, historian William Barr’s assessment that the trip was 
a success remains valid.21 In the USSR the trip was naturally presented a 
momentous occasion worthy of commemoration through paraphernalia 
such as Figure 2. More surprisingly, reports of the trip circulated widely 
in the Western press, many of which were positive.22 For Emma Dresser, 

17	  Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times (Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 122–4, doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780195050004.001.0001.
18	  I. V. Stalin, ‘A Year of Great Change: On the Occasion of the Twelfth Anniversary of the October 
Revolution’, Pravda, no. 259, 7 November 1929; I. V. Stalin, ‘Dizzy with Success: Concerning Questions 
of the Collective-Farm Movement’, Pravda, no. 60, 2 March 1930.
19	  Salmon, ‘To the Land of the Future’, 12.
20	  Salmon, ‘To the Land of the Future’, 19
21	  William Barr, ‘The First Tourist Cruise in the Soviet Arctic’, Arctic 33, no. 4 (1980): 684, doi.org/​
10.14430/arctic2590.
22	  For positive Western reports see: Arthur Koestler, ‘Zeppelin Meets Malygin, Starts for Pole; Franz Josef 
Land Found to be a Peninsula’, New York Times, 29 July 1931; ‘Soviet Ship Circles Franz Josef Land: Feat, 
Accomplished for First Time, Is Described by the Leader of Expedition’, New York Times, 5 December 1932.

http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780195050004.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.14430/arctic2590
http://doi.org/10.14430/arctic2590
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an American in her 60s, the trip had been uncomfortable but manageable, 
its unique format providing a ‘thrill’ and allowing her to shoot a polar 
bear.23 Other Americans expressed similar opinions in relation to the trip’s 
uncomfortable elements, but many, including Dresser, stated that they 
intended to visit the USSR again.24

As Joan Platt, a daring American traveller in her mid-20s reported to 
The New York Times, much of the charm of the tour could be accredited 
to its ability to deliver something rare: a glimpse into life in the USSR. 
The opportunity to explore a state that remained so shrouded in mystery, 
and certainly off the beaten tourist track, was not just notable but also 
rewarding.25 In interviews, Platt and Dresser were asked about both what 
had occurred during the adventurous tour and their general assessments of 
the Soviet state and its inhabitants. In response to the latter, Platt was quick 
to stress the warm hospitality of her Soviet hosts, as well as the friendly 
interactions she had with other Soviet citizens. Such experiences ran counter 
to the sensationalist accounts and rumours circulating in the West about 
the USSR, giving weight to the idea that tourism could serve as an effective 
method of gaining knowledge about a place.26

Platt’s ‘discoveries’, in combination with the other positive Western accounts 
of the tour, affirmed Intourist’s idea that, given the opportunity, Westerners 
would visit the Soviet Union. Additionally, Intourist’s intention to use 
tours as a medium through which to deliver an education on Soviet affairs 
appeared feasible. The Arctic Tour, an early attempt to craft Soviet-style 
tourism, had been a success.

23	  ‘Woman, 62, Finds Thrills in Arctic’, Morning News, 24 August 1931, 2.
24	  ‘Woman, 63, Returns from Arctic Trip: Mrs Emma Dresser Shot Polar Bear and Reindeer on Soviet 
Expedition. Was 500 Miles from Pole despite Poor Food and Some Discomfort on the Malygin, She 
Plans to Go Again’, New York Times, 4 October 1931; ‘Malygin Arctic Trip Stirs Reds’ Interest: Soviet 
Press Full of News about It—More Attention Being Paid to Aviation’, New York Times, 8 July 1931; 
‘Girl Autoist’s Dash Amazes Russians: Joan Platt of Wyoming Drives from Berlin to Moscow in Exactly 
One Week. Trip Full of Adventure Muddy Trails, Sleeping in Haystacks and Foraging for Food Offset 
by Soviet Hospitality’, New York Times, 21 July 1931.
25	  ‘Girl Autoist’s Dash Amazes Russians’.
26	  ‘Girl Autoist’s Dash Amazes Russians’. For examples of negative Western reporting on the USSR 
and its citizens see: ‘Fiske Says Russia Is Aiming at War: Rear Admiral Sees “Actual Threat” of the Soviet 
to Overwhelm Europe. Calls Regime “Fanatical” Only a Strong Union under Four-Power Pact Will Save 
Nations, He Declares’, New York Times, 1 October 1933; Harold Denny, ‘700 Soviet Planes in Mighty 
Parade: May Day Display Is the Most Impressive Yet Given of Russia’s Strength. “Beware, Foes,” Keynote 
Hundreds of Tanks and 40,000 Troops Reviewed by Huge Throng in Red Square’, New York Times, 
2 May 1935; ‘Trip Out of Russia Brings Contrasts: European Cities Offer Striking Scenes of Plenty after 
Stay in Soviet Union. The Trains Run on Time While Those in Russia Break down and Are Old—Both 
Sides Hold Wild Fears of Each Other. Transportation Contrasts. Like Two Boys at War’, New York Times, 
22 March 1931.
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Figure 2: Soviet postage stamp with the icebreaker Malygin and Graf 
Zeppelin airship.
Source: Rowley Soviet Ephemera, Blavatnik Archive.

Rapid transformations: Intourist 
promotional material and tours, 1931–34
With the potential for tourism realised, the company went through a process 
of professionalisation in the years following Intourist’s Arctic Tour. Although 
some experimental tours continued, with infrastructure now established, 
Intourist’s trips were now typically centred around the major cities, most 
notably Moscow and Leningrad.27 With hotels built, Intourist set about 
furnishing them with guests. Promotional material was rapidly produced 
and disseminated across the world, as the company sought to attract as 
many people to embark on Soviet-style tourism as possible.

The production of Intourist’s advertisements brought together many 
prominent artists and ultimately culminated in the establishment of a 
council under the Chamber of Commerce headed by Aleksei Kravchenko, 
a well-known painter and ally of the commissar of enlightenment, Anatoly 

27	  For descriptions of the more adventurous trips still conducted by Intourist see: L. A. Block, ed., 
A Pocket Guide to the Soviet Union (Vneshtorgisdat, 1932).
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Lunacharskii.28 The art that emerged was partly inspired by Western travel 
advertisements but reworked to fit the goals of Soviet-style tourism, seeking 
to educate foreigners on the USSR’s progress towards a utopian future. 
Since this vision of utopia was based on the USSR’s social, political, cultural 
and economic policies, the artworks sought to inform foreigners about these 
policies through cultural effigies.

Intourist’s art frequently featured faceless, anonymous, silhouetted figures, 
looking out across vast and diverse geographical landscapes (Figures 3 
and 4). These silhouettes can be viewed as allegories for the New Soviet 
Person (novyi sovetskii chelovek), a contemporary cultural policy aimed 
at creating the ideal Soviet citizen: a fit and healthy worker armed with 
Marxist-Leninist theory, unbound by nationality.29 Motifs of movement 
such as automobiles, trains and even sledges were ubiquitous, indicating the 
dawning of a socialist future and the USSR’s progress towards it.30

Other policies highlighted in Intourist’s promotional materials include 
indigenisation (korenizatsiia). First introduced in 1923, this policy was 
designed to pre-emptively deal with potential separatist nationalism within 
the many national/ethnic minorities in the Soviet Union by promoting 
national consciousness and granting defined nationhood to non-Russians. 
The design offered had many characteristics of the nation state, such as 
national languages, borders and elites, but was placed under the Soviet 
banner in an attempt to thwart any desire at seceding from the multinational 
state itself.31 Simultaneously with this promotion of ethnic minorities, there 
was a demotion of ‘Russian’ identity as imperialist. This represented an 
attempt to curb ‘Great Russian chauvinism’ and communicate that the new 
Soviet identity was a departure from ‘Russian’—an identity associated with 
the negative Tsarist legacy.32

28	  Elena Sudakova, ed., See USSR: Intourist Posters and the Marketing of the Soviet Union (GRAD 
Publishing, 2013), 17.
29	  Catriona Kelly, ‘The New Soviet Man and Woman’, in The Oxford Handbook of Modern Russian 
History, ed. Simon Dixon (Oxford Academic, 2013). 
30	  See Figures 2 and 3. For further examples see: Sudakova, See USSR, 29–32.
31	  Terry Martin, Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923–1939 
(Cornell University Press, 2001), 1–3.
32	  Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 6–7.



105

‘See USSR’

Figure 3: Early Intourist poster, 1931.
Notes: 102 x 69 cm.
Source: See USSR, Intourist, Moscow, Hotel Metropole, Represented by All Main Travel 
Bureaus of the World. Poster RU/SU 1872,  Hoover Institution Library & Archives.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 5

106

Figure 4: Early Intourist poster, Aleksandr Froloff, c. 1930.
Notes: 101.5 x 69.5 cm.
Source: Reproduced in Elena Sudakova, ed., See USSR: Intourist Posters and the Marketing 
of the Soviet Union (GRAD Publishing, 2013), 31.
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In a 1931 brochure advertising vacations in Crimea (Figure 5), the text 
discusses the ethnic minorities of the region, such as Tartars and Greeks, 
in considerable length but only includes one mention of Russians, despite 
the latter making up close to 50 per cent of the Crimean population.33 
Mentions of the Soviet state’s process of crafting national identity were 
additionally present, with the guide detailing that ‘efforts are now being 
made through modern art-and-craft schools to revive the handicrafts 
that died out with the Khans’.34 The construction of new libraries in the 
Crimean Republic’s capital were also significant to this narrative, which 
contained ‘rich region study’ literature issues in all ‘Latinised alphabets of 
the nationalities inhabiting the Crimea’, languages that had been previously 
codified through korenizatsiia policies.35

Figure 5: Cover of Intourist’s ‘Visit Crimea’ brochure, 1931
Notes: 21 x 15 cm.
Source: David Rumsey Historical Map Collection.

33	  Statistic taken from 1926 census, see: ‘Vsesoiuznaia perepis’ naseleniia 1926 goda. Natsional’nyi 
sostav naseleniia po regionam RSFSR [All-Union Population Census of 1926. National composition of 
the population by region of the RSFSR]’, Demoscope Weekly, 21 March 2013.
34	  ‘Visit Crimea’, Intourist pamphlet, 1931, 9966.004, Series 4, David Rumsey Historical Map 
Collection, Green Library, Stanford University, California (hereafter DRHMC).
35	  ‘Visit Crimea’, DRHMC.
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Figure 6: Intourist’s Country of 189 Peoples poster, 1934.
Notes: 101.5 x 68 cm.
Source: Zhukov and S. Sakharov, ‘USSR Country of 189 Peoples’, 1934, Collection of Godwin-
Ternbach Museum.
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A further example of Intourist’s promotion of the USSR as a diverse 
multinational state is found in the 1934 poster, Country of 189 Peoples 
(Figure 6). This print displays three people of different ethnicities, 
representative of the three major regions of the Soviet Union—the Far East, 
the European Plains and Central Asia. Each of the figures is set against 
a background of traditional embroidered fabrics synonymous with the 
respective regions. While this poster was clearly meant to highlight the 
positive diversity of the state, with each culture occupying a unique position 
within both the poster and the wider metaphorical USSR, retrospectively it 
also serves as a premonition of Soviet collapse, hinting towards the future 
problems of ethnic identification, differentiation and segregation.36

By 1934, the policy of korenizatsiia was falling out of favour among the 
Soviet leadership. While the Soviet Union still presented itself as a pluralistic 
ethnic state, the previous drive to build forms of nationhood for ethnic 
minorities had stalled.37 The issues not created, but certainly exacerbated, by 
the policy of korenizatsiia—namely the idea that ethnicity and nationality 
were interlinked, and that these formed a valid basis for identity—remained 
absolute.38 Exemplified with the new Soviet passport system created in 
1932, which listed the subject’s ethnicity and class status—two immutable 
objects in Soviet identity—this widespread process of ethnic identification, 
now without the effort of promotion, became a source of persecution.39 This 
persecution often took the form of identifying a particular ethnic minority 
as a fifth column and subjecting them to internal deportation, as in the case 
of Koreans and Poles.40 Given this context, it is unsurprising that post-1934 
Intourist advertisements promoting this diversity of ethnicities within the 
USSR are difficult to find.41

36	  Yuri Slezkine, ‘The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic 
Particularism’, Slavic Review 53, no. 2 (1994): 445–52, doi.org/10.2307/2501300.
37	  Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 311–42.
38	  Ethnicity and nationality were very much conflated in the Soviet context, even pre-indigenisation 
policies; however, the policy further exacerbated this. See: Slezkine, ‘The USSR as a Communal 
Apartment’, 449.
39	  Slezkine, ‘The USSR as a Communal Apartment’, 449–55; Martin, Affirmative Action Empire, 
311–42.
40	  David Shearer, ‘Stalin at War, 1918–1953: Patterns of Violence and Foreign Threat’, Jahrbücher Für 
Geschichte Osteuropas 66, no. 2 (2018): 201–9, doi.org/10.25162/jgo-2018-0008.
41	  This phenomenon is also mirrored in one of the tourist hotspots and common locations on 
Leningrad itineraries—the Museum of Ethnography, which was effectively closed in 1934. See: Francine 
Hirsch, ‘Getting to Know “The Peoples of the USSR”: Ethnographic Exhibits as Soviet Virtual Tourism, 
1923–1934’, Slavic Review 62, no. 4 (2003): 683–709, doi.org/10.2307/3185651.

http://doi.org/10.2307/2501300
http://doi.org/10.25162/jgo-2018-0008
http://doi.org/10.2307/3185651
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While the foreign audience of these posters was unlikely to know the 
intricacies of the internal politics they signalled, the Soviet Union 
nonetheless wished to transmit a positive image of their cultural policies 
to entice potential visitors. Ideas surrounding the promotion of minorities, 
or even the mere acknowledgement of diversity within the USSR, stood 
in contrast to the growing tide of fascism in Europe. The use of German 
language in the poster Country of 189 Peoples can be viewed as a deliberate 
beckoning of German visitors to the Soviet Union following Hitler’s 
ascension to power in 1933. In the aftermath of Hitler’s ascension and the 
subsequent suppression of communist intellectuals within Germany, many 
found their way to the Soviet Union, both due to the depiction of the USSR 
as socialist utopia and its supposed acceptance of ethnic pluralism.42 These 
Germans were hardly alone in the early 1930s. Alongside them in the USSR 
were scores of other groups who had been disillusioned by their own states 
and sought a better life in the Soviet Union, including African-Americans.43 
Attracted by the postcolonial and anti-imperial discourse occurring within 
the USSR, including ideas like the New Soviet Person, hundreds of black 
Americans travelled to the USSR, staying short term as workers before 
returning to America.44

Parallel to the cultural policies, Intourist’s advertisements and tours sought 
to demonstrate the economic achievements of the USSR to foreigners. 
During the first Five Year Plan, but especially from the start of the second 
in 1933, Intourist advertisements exhibited photographs that highlighted 
the growth in infrastructure, including new cities such as Magnitogorsk, 
and projects such as the Dnieper Hydroelectric Station.45 Specific trips were 
planned to visit the industrial centres of the Soviet Union, to witness the 
economic advances ‘created by the Revolution’.46 In 1935, the opening of 
the Moscow Metro was made a central feature in Intourist advertisements, 

42	  Karl Schlögel, Moscow, 1937 (Polity, 2012), 388–92.
43	  Andrea Graziosi states that 70,000–80,000 foreigners lived and worked in the USSR from 1920 to 
1939. Of course, it is impossible to categorise all as ‘disillusioned’. See: Andrea Graziosi, ‘Foreign Workers 
in Soviet Russia, 1920–40: Their Experience and Their Legacy’, International Labor and Working-Class 
History, no. 33 (1988): 38–59, jstor.org/stable/27671737, doi.org/10.1017/S0147547900004713. For 
the theory of disillusionment as a cause of political emigration, see: Paul Hollander, Political Pilgrims: 
Western Intellectuals in Search of the Good Society, 4th ed. (Routledge, 2017), 241–6, doi.org/​10.4324/​
9781315126708. For specific case studies of African Americans see: Joy Gleason Carew, Blacks, Reds, and 
Russians: Sojourners in Search of the Soviet Promise (Rutgers University Press, 2008), 1–8.
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and a whole brochure was created to celebrate the feat (Figure 7). The elation 
of the economic vitality of the second Five Year Plan was palpable through 
the advertisement detailing the transformation from the ‘most backward 
of all the capitalist countries’ to the ‘technical maturity and power’ of the 
contemporary moment.47 Included within the brochure was the promise 
that the Metro represented a mere first step in the new stage of construction 
with the aim to ‘beautify and give free joy to life’.48

Throughout these years of professionalisation, while the delivery of Intourist’s 
message improved, the key intention—to educate foreigners about Soviet 
progress—remained the same. In keeping with this goal, each piece of 
Intourist promotional material was designed to provide foreigners with a 
taste of the ‘best’ of the revolution and Soviet state policy. The advertised 
tours were to serve as Intourist’s grand demonstrations of Soviet successes, 
providing tourists an opportunity to witness the unfurling of a utopic 
socialist future.

Figure 7: Cover (left) and inside page (right) from Intourist’s Moscow 
Metro brochure, 1935.
Notes: 22 x 30 cm.
Source: David Rumsey Historical Map Collection.

47	  ‘The Moscow Metro’, Intourist pamphlet, 1935, 14271.001, Series 1, DRHMC.
48	  ‘The Moscow Metro’.
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The unseen realities
However, while Intourist did invite foreigners to behold the Soviet Union 
and its self-declared progress towards utopia, it is important to note that 
foreigners’ experiences within the USSR were highly curated. Travel 
brochures naturally presented the USSR in an overwhelmingly positive 
light, systematically avoiding any mention of the violence that accompanied 
the implantation of Stalinism modernity. Once in the country, foreigners 
were kept on strict itineraries by their guides who attempted to hide the 
brutal realities of Stalinist society during the period.49

The greatest example of this was the concealment of the artificial Great 
Famine of 1931–33, which claimed 5.5–6.5 million lives throughout 
the major grain growing regions of the USSR.50 Accounts of tourists 
who travelled to the USSR during acute famine periods detail numerous 
incidents that left them unable to visit cities and grain growing regions like 
Kharkiv, Kyiv or the Volga. Itineraries were quickly changed and tourists 
offered ‘alternatives’ such as visits to select collective farms.51

Although some foreigners were able to successfully circumvent Soviet 
authorities, identify and report on the famine, these individuals were 
certainly a minority, often in the region for work rather than travel.52 
Intourist’s typical clientele—middle-class, middle-aged and non–Russian 
speaking—lacked both the skills and the necessary cultural awareness to 
identify the famine, a phenomenon commented on by Jewish-Ukrainian 
émigré Mendel Osherowitch.53 Although many tourists left the USSR 
with the impression that the country was experiencing shortages, few left 
with the impression that there was genuine hunger.54 The result of these 

49	  Matthias Heeke, Reisen zu den Sowjets: der ausländische Tourismus in Rußland 1921–1941 (Lit Verlag, 
2003), 485–92.
50	  R. W. Davies and Stephen Wheatcroft, The Years of Hunger: Soviet Agriculture, 1931–1933 (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004), 400, 412.
51	  Pamela Travers, Moscow Excursion (Reynal & Hitchcock, 1934), 99–105; Jay Darling, Ding Goes 
to Russia (Whittlesey House, 1932), 182–4; Maitland Makgill-Chrichton, Russian Close up (Chatto & 
Windus, 1932), 123.
52	  Examples of these individuals working in the USSR who identified the famine include Gareth 
Jones, Alexander Wienerberger and Malcolm Muggeridge. For detail on the Soviet state’s suppression of 
these reports see: Ray Gamache, ‘Breaking Eggs for a Holodomor’, Journalism History 39, no. 4 (2014): 
208–18, doi.org/10.1080/00947679.2014.12062918.
53	  Mendel Osherowitch, How People Live in Soviet Russia, trans. Sharon Power (Kashtan Press, 2020).
54	  For a few examples of this see: Makgill-Chrichton, Russian Close Up, 15; Burton Holmes, The Traveler’s 
Russia (G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1934), 71–172; Darling, Ding Goes to Russia, 175. 
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tourists’ impressions, transmitted back to their respective foreign audiences 
in the form of travel writings, inadvertently contributed to the Soviet 
Government’s cover-up of the famine’s scale and toll.55

Therefore, while Intourist’s Soviet-style tourism was based on a model of 
educating foreigners about the USSR through displays of the country, 
these displays were certainly not entirely accurate reflections of Soviet life. 
Ensuring that tourists received the ‘correct’ education—one that left them 
with a resoundingly positive impression of the USSR—was paramount. 
Nevertheless, for Intourist to conceal every reality of Soviet life from 
foreigners was both logistically unfeasible and undesirable, given that 
a considerable reason tourists undertook travel to the USSR was to gain 
firsthand knowledge about the state.56 Thus, it appears that Intourist’s task 
was to maintain a careful balance: showing enough of the imperfect Soviet 
reality to continuously entice foreigners, while simultaneously hiding the 
most serious atrocities.

A small heyday, 1934–36
The ‘Few Good Years’, 1934–36, were a high point for interwar travel to the 
USSR. The relative stability of the Soviet Union at this time was reflected 
in the tourism industry. During these years, Intourist’s facilities expanded 
exponentially, and new routes popped up throughout the country. In the 
1935 edition of Seeing USSR, these new facilities were on full display. Hotels 
had been built, new guides had been trained, routes refined and experiences 
standardised to the best of the company’s ability.57

Tourists could still expect the usual displays of Soviet industry, typically in 
the form of numerous mandatory factory visits, but new sites were added 
to itineraries, most notably the former homes and palaces of the Imperial 
Russian nobility. Where previous Intourist brochures were quick to label 

55	  Heeke, Reisen zu den Sowjets, 235–40.
56	  Much like Joan Platt (participant of the Arctic Tour), foreign tourists throughout the 1930s 
relished the opportunity to learn about the USSR and compare it to the rumours they had heard about 
the mysterious state in the West. Examining these rumours against their observations within the USSR 
featured frequently in their travel writings. See: Burton Holmes, The Traveler’s Russia, 242–3; Darling, 
Ding Goes to Russia, 138; J. D. Lockhart, Babel Visited: A Churchman in Russia (The Centenary Press, 
1933), 124; Makgill-Chrichton, Russian Close Up, 133, 159; Walter Citrine, I Search for Truth in Russia 
(Macmillan, 1936), vii; Eileen Bigland, Laughing Odyssey (Hodder and Stoughton, 1937), 121.
57	  Kravitz, ‘The Business of Selling the Soviet Union’, 45–54; Intourist, Seeing USSR 1935 (Intourist, 
1935).
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these sites as evidence of the former empire’s exploitative excesses, the 
1935 issue of Seeing USSR was notably reserved. Instead of condemning 
the grandeur outright, Intourist offered them as sites of interest for foreign 
visitors, pictured alongside the company’s ‘fleet’ of Lincolns, reserved solely 
for tourists.58

Tourism experiences during these years were a far cry from those even 
a few years prior. Where in 1933, Australian traveller Pamela Travers 
wrote extensively about the difficulties of procuring even simple foods to 
supplement the measly portions available at hotel restaurants, in 1936, 
English tourists like Eileen Bigland now enjoyed three-course meals.59 Visits 
to the USSR during these years presented the chance to dance to jazz music 
at Moscow’s Metropol Hotel until the early hours of the morning or relax 
at mineral spas in the Caucuses.60 Reflecting the relative openness of the 
country during these short years, areas of the USSR previously out of bounds 
for foreigners or tourists now sprouted little Intourist hubs, allowing access 
to regions such as Central Asia and Siberia.61 At last Intourist was able to 
show off the diversity of the USSR that it had previously only been able 
to display in advertisements.

Alongside the newly opened routes, Intourist also experimented with a 
broader range of trips. Tours focused on alpine sports, and hunting and 
fishing trips were advertised and arranged.62 Soviet railways were presented 
as ideal throughways from Europe to the Pacific, and Intourist even hosted 
a number of scientific expeditions, such as the 1936 solar eclipse expedition 
in Siberia, featuring delegations from 12 countries.63 The combined result of 
these new tours, routes and positive international reputation saw Intourist’s 
annual visitor numbers steadily increasing throughout the mid-1930s, 
growing from 8,988 in 1933 to a peak of 24,448 in 1936.64

58	  Intourist, Seeing USSR 1935, 9.
59	  Travers, Moscow Excursion, 50, 83–4; Bigland, Laughing Odyssey, 40–3.
60	  Bigland, Laughing Odyssey, 41–5, 170–85.
61	  Intourist, Seeing USSR 1935, 30; Bigland, Laughing Odyssey, 200–12; Sidney I. Luck, Observation 
in Russia (Macmillan, 1938), 56. 
62	  For hunting see: Intourist, Seeing the USSR 1935, 39. For alpine sports see: Nikolay Zhukov, Winter 
in Der USSR, 1935, 87 x 61.5 cm.
63	  For international travel through the USSR see: Intourist, Seeing USSR 1935, 31. For discussion of the 
1936 solar eclipse expedition, see: Luck, Observation in Russia, 217–20.
64	  Orlov and Popov, Skvoz’ zheleznyi zanaves, 146.
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The end of the beginning: Impact of the 
Great Purges
Intourist’s heyday was brief. The position of Intourist as a company that 
had extremely high levels of interactions with foreigners made it a prime 
target for the Great Purges of the late 1930s that systematically dispensed of 
those with foreign links, actual or perceived. From late 1935, tours began 
to be cancelled, the newly promoted routes removed and guides arrested.65 
Access to cities other than Moscow and Leningrad was limited and the logo 
‘See USSR’ was removed from promotional material. Instead, the posters 
highlighted specific cultural events, such as dance and theatre festivals 
located in the major cities.66

Although the logo ‘See USSR’ was removed, Soviet-style tourism was not 
entirely neglected. Intourist continued to provide a small window into the 
internal workings of the USSR. Inadvertently, its tours and promotional 
material continued to reflect Soviet domestic policies, yet the resounding 
image the company crafted was not positive or utopic. Rather, it signalled 
the start of a new era of heightened suspicion and distrust.

In Intourist brochures published between 1936 and 1939, this intensified 
suspicion was palpable. In the 1937 series of ‘Seeing the USSR’ handbooks, 
the title was altered to reflect the closed-off nature of vast swathes of the 
country. This new edition, entitled simply ‘Soviet Russia’ was far shorter 
than previous issues of the series, and far more minimal, highlighting events 
such as May Day celebrations and agricultural exhibitions, all of which were 
based in Moscow and Leningrad.67 Although some destinations in Central 
Asia and the Caucasus remained as potentials on itineraries, the number 
of routes offered drastically dwindled, a fact reflected in the map displayed 
at the centre of the brochure, which stretched only to the Urals.68

65	  Salmon, ‘To the Land of the Future’, 82.
66	  For examples of these posters see: Sudakova, See USSR, 52–4.
67	  Seeing USSR: Soviet Russia Travel Handbook for 1937 (Intourist, 1937), MSS.15X/2/245/1, 
Maitland Sara Hallinan Collection, Modern Records Centre, University of Warwick (hereafter MSHC).
68	  Seeing USSR, MSHC.
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This is not the only example of how maps were used to limit visitor 
movement. Comparing Intourist’s map of Moscow published in 1938 
(Figure 9) to a 1935 Intourist map (Figure 8), the depiction of the city had 
become markedly sparser, with fewer street names listed and landmarks such 
as factories and commissariats removed. Among the disappeared sightseeing 
options were buildings named after newly condemned Soviet figures, such as 
Nicholai Bukharin. By closing off the majority of the country and drawing 
attention only to the centres of control, Leningrad and Moscow (while still 
limiting the opportunities within these centres), the experiences of a tourist 
in 1938 were far more restricted than those of even a few years earlier. 
Together with the warning in Intourist’s 1937 brochure that the company 
had the ‘right to modify itineraries in any way they think “desirable”’, and 
the waiver that Intourist was not responsible for any cancellation in the case 
of ‘war’, travel, even if it was permitted by the state, was not very desirable 
to foreigners.69

Conclusion
Although short-lived, for a brief moment in the 1930s, Soviet tourism 
flourished. Incentivised by the positive political and economic rewards 
that could be garnered from the industry, foreigners were beckoned to the 
USSR and invited to view the Bolshevik experiment. While the industry 
was closely modelled on the West, Intourist developed its own unique 
style of tourism that sought to educate its clientele on the successes of the 
revolution. Progress towards a socialist utopia was not just meant to be 
viewed but also practised by foreigners; thus, an education about the Soviet 
policies responsible for this utopia’s manifestation was required. Intourist’s 
promotional material, as well as the tours the company organised, were to be 
the mediums used for this education. As the domestic policies of the USSR 
changed, so did Intourist’s trips and advertising. Even the Great Purges, the 
events that served to destroy the newly established tourism industry, can be 
analysed through Intourist’s products.

Despite the destruction that the Great Purges wrecked on Intourist, in 
many ways the new heightened suspicion demonstrated the great level of 
interaction the tourism industry had with the outside world. While the 
window that Intourist opened for foreigners to peer through into Soviet 

69	  Seeing USSR, MSHC.
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affairs never revealed an entirely truthful display, it was an opening. 
The harsh reality was never entirely absent in Intourist’s presentation of the 
USSR, and the fact that some of this reality was accessible contributed to 
the appeal of visiting the country.

Further investigation regarding what information was ascertained by 
Intourist patrons in the USSR during the 1930s is required to reveal the 
extent to which the barriers between the Soviet and non-Soviet world 
were traversed. This article provides a basis for these future investigations, 
demonstrating that these barriers were not insurmountable, but porous, 
adding to the growing tide of historiography deconstructing the idea that 
Stalin’s Soviet Union of the 1930s was a ‘closed society’.
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