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Introduction

In January 1965 Jazz Night at the Blue Bird Youth Café in Moscow was 
in full swing. Soviet club managers closely monitored the club’s clien-
tele, and audiences were carefully selected by Soviet cultural authori-
ties. Those attending included U.S. cultural attaché Ernest G. Weiner, 
who had visited Jazz Night with a select group of people at the invita-
tion of a Soviet friend. Weiner characterized the café as though it had 
a mystical aura. He commented that it was ensconced “on a narrow 
and dimly lit street” and gave “practically no outward indication of its 
existence.” It was especially alluring “at night” when “the small white 
globe light over the entranceway d[id] not even illuminate a perfunc-
tory ‘Kafe’ sign nearby on the wall of the building.”1

	 Inside, however, Western influence abounded. A young Russian 
trumpeter played with an “upturned bell a la Gillespie.” Such devel-
opments attested to the enduring impact of American jazz on Soviet 
culture and society. Jazz imbued the Soviet bloc with unique and bold 
American values, and in the 1960s several American officials reported 
on the ubiquitous presence of jazz in many Soviet bloc cities.2 Ulti-
mately, the proliferation of jazz in the Soviet Union and Eastern Eu-
rope helped determine the course of the Cold War cultural rivalry 
between the superpowers. Benny Goodman’s State Department tour 
to the Soviet Union in 1962 was critical in shaping this rivalry and 
emerged as a global symbol of the U.S.-Soviet cultural thaw that brief-
ly came about in the early 1960s.
	 Such American cultural tours first became possible in 1954—a wa-
tershed year in U.S. domestic and foreign affairs. In July 1954 President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower, seeing it as a Cold War imperative, called for 
the creation of a worldwide cultural exchange program for the per-
forming arts to improve the world’s perception of American cultural 
and political life. As Nicholas Cull has deftly shown, cultural diplo-
macy became part of an expansive American effort to invest the P 
factor—the “psychological dimension of power”—to wage the Cold 
War.3 Cull’s pivotal work offers an authoritative history of the USIA, 
its informational and cultural initiatives, and its vital impact on the 
course of Cold War diplomacy. Cull explains in the preface that public 
diplomacy—“an international actor’s attempt to conduct its foreign 
policy by engaging with foreign publics” involved five “core practic-
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es—listening, advocacy, cultural diplomacy, exchange diplomacy, and 
international broadcasting.”4 At the same time, with Brown v. Board 
of Education, the United States ended its legally sanctioned system 
of racial segregation, the culmination of legal efforts to end segrega-
tion since the end of Reconstruction in 1877. Brown symbolized the 
flourishing of liberal ideas with regard to race. Thereafter, hundreds 
of performing artists traveled around the globe as representatives of 
the U.S. government. At this critical moment in Cold War history, jazz 
diplomacy profoundly helped reshape perceptions of the American 
identity throughout the world.5
	 This book explores how American jazz as an instrument of global 
diplomacy dramatically transformed superpower relations in the Cold 
War era as jazz reshaped the American image worldwide. It tells the 
story of jazz diplomacy with the Soviet Union and other regions of the 
world from 1954 to 1968, revealing that these years represent a critical 
arc in the superpowers’ cultural rivalry. Like Nicholas Cull’s The Cold 
War and USIA, it underscores the centrality of Western cultural forces 
in diminishing the credibility and appeal of Soviet Communism in the 
Eastern bloc through the use of public diplomacy, especially after the 
Geneva Summit in 1955. Like Walter Hixson’s Parting the Curtain, it 
presents a cultural approach to diplomacy. This study also exemplifies 
how jazz diplomacy dramatically influenced perceptions of the United 
States as a democracy as it eased U.S.-Soviet political tensions in the 
midst of critical Cold War events: the Little Rock crisis, the dispute 
over the Berlin Wall, the Cuban missile crisis, the Vietnam War, and 
the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. In addition, like Penny Von Es-
chen’s Satchmo Blows Up the World, it portrays jazz as a pivotal Cold 
War trope and emphasizes that jazz diplomacy reflects the United 
States’ symbolic acknowledgment that the dual problems of race and 
culture had to be addressed in a global context.6
	 But unlike Von Eschen, it argues that ultimately the problem of 
culture and jazz diplomacy in American foreign policy had to be ad-
dressed apart from worldwide economic and military exigencies that 
had arisen during this era. Even in the midst of critical Cold War dis-
putes, jazz diplomacy existed in a realm that often transcended eco-
nomic and strategic priorities. Jazz often became the subject of heated 
debates about aesthetic agency and cultural property. Moreover, the 
goal of containing Communism remained paramount in shaping the 
course of jazz diplomacy and prevailed over America’s policy of rede-
fining relations with emerging new nations in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
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America. The United States addressed the issues of race and jazz in a 
global context only to align its cultural policies with its anti-Commu-
nist agenda—to win the Cold war, counter Soviet cultural propaganda, 
and defeat Communism.
	 Jazz diplomacy thus remained steeped in both America’s cultural 
realism and its cultural idealism. It became a unique and enigmatic 
instrument of ideological and intellectual warfare. In the midst of 
cultural tours that included high culture, science, technology, ath-
letic groups, and many other American cultural products, jazz held 
a unique place in American cultural policy. As the United States pro-
pelled jazz into new international arenas, jazz diplomacy transformed 
relations between nations and created a bold Cold War paradox: the 
cultural expression of one of the nation’s most oppressed minorities 
came to symbolize the cultural superiority of American democracy.

The American Image Abroad

As jazz diplomacy played a pivotal role in recontextualizing the U.S.-
Soviet cultural rivalry, jazz tours reflected aspects of the cultural and 
political revolution occurring in the United States of which jazz musi-
cians took part.7 During the “Americanized Century,” the world in-
creasingly scrutinized the American image as the nation wrestled to 
redefine its racial and cultural identity. As white Americans celebrated 
freedoms conceded by postwar prosperity, black Americans still lived 
under a system of legal apartheid; and the idea of race, always central 
to the American character, arose as a controversial dimension of Cold 
War diplomacy. This phenomenon resulted from what W. E. B. DuBois, 
a premier black activist and intellectual, identified as “the problem of 
the twentieth century”—the “color line.”8 The United States could not 
ignore the paradox of race on the world stage because it undermined 
its ability to counter Soviet cultural initiatives and promote cultural 
understanding between nations.
	 Concepts of race and culture throughout the centuries deeply in-
fluenced perceptions of the American character at home and abroad. 
In this vein, the idea of white racial superiority has defined Ameri-
can history and culture since European explorers first encountered 
the shores of North America. Importantly, the direction of domestic 
and international affairs frequently changed, and, as Allison Blakely 
has deftly shown, by the seventeenth-century colonial era in North 
America, the “stigmatization of blackness” had become a central te-
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net of Western tradition and thought. Slavery defined the American 
moral character and became a reflection of its core belief system. Such 
historians as John Hope Franklin have illuminated that “two worlds of 
race” began to emerge. Even as the American Revolution surged, the 
fledgling United States briefly embarked on “international image mak-
ing” to justify its policies to the world.9 Race in this context did not 
compel American leaders to alter domestic or international policies 
because they did not recognize blacks as American citizens.10

	 At home and abroad, views of American society became redefined 
in the era of nineteenth-century abolitionism. With the rise of Eng-
land’s predominance in world affairs and shared Anglo-Saxon ideals, 
the United States further justified maintaining a legalized system of 
slavery and racial apartheid. Only the United States and Spain had 
not outlawed slavery by the middle of the century. It was not until the 
age of the Civil War and Reconstruction and its aftermath that many 
white Americans endorsed legally sanctioning black citizenship and 
equality as a national imperative.11

	 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as social Dar-
winism provided the theoretical foundations for Western expansion, 
an American empire began to emerge. After the tumultuous culmi-
nation of two world wars, and amid the rising tide of independence 
movements and black freedom struggles, many American leaders 
grappled with the question of how to reconcile the celebration of dem-
ocratic values and political and civil liberties with entrenched ideas 
of white racial superiority. As the civil rights movement began, the 
United States reexamined its legal obligation to enforce and protect 
the rights granted to black Americans by the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, 
and Fifteenth amendments to the Constitution. With the decision 
in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 and the passage of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, this obligation 
became vigorously tested. Racial violence and oppression persisted, 
and the world assessed the American image at home and abroad by 
how well the United States upheld and enforced civil rights for African 
American citizens.12 The enforcement of racial justice consequently 
became a benchmark by which the Soviet Union and the world mea-
sured America’s wealth, potential, and power.
	 Thus the American image during the Cold War differed from its 
image in previous eras in significant ways. First, in the midst of the 
rise of the superpower rivalry, the United States became the world’s 
dominant political, economic, and cultural power and in part sought 
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to maintain its global supremacy through cultural means. Most sig-
nificant, it aimed to thwart Soviet power and to defeat international 
Communism, which, in American eyes, represented a threat to the 
survival of all free peoples. Second, it was the era of nuclear weap-
ons—of “hard power.” Appreciably, the world of ideas—“soft power”—
held significance in ways it had not in the past. Third, as civil rights 
and black liberation movements burgeoned at home, rapid decoloni-
zation in Africa and Asia drastically changed geopolitical realities be-
tween the superpowers. These developments changed the contours of 
international relations in the twentieth century. At no other time had 
the United States confronted both Communism and the “color line” in 
this complex international context.13

	 As the United States grappled to devise policies to keep neutral 
countries from “going Communist,” Cold War competition necessi-
tated conveying sympathy, not disdain, for the very same values the 
United States often subverted at home: healthy race relations and the 
sanctity of civil liberties. Moreover, America had to buttress its ra-
cial and cultural image to maintain credibility among the declining 
colonial powers of Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, Belgium, and the 
Netherlands.14

	 Toward this end, and to foster the idea that America had a robust 
and resilient culture despite prevalent racial conflicts, the United 
States began to appropriate black cultural products, most notably 
jazz, in cultural tours. Policy makers argued that American democ-
racy made such creativity possible and that jazz, a uniquely American 
art form, was a critical reflection of America’s cultural exuberance. In 
building upon the cultural dynamics of the Cold War struggle, and by 
employing jazz to exemplify U.S. race relations as a positive feature of 
American life, American Cold Warriors redefined the global policy of 
cultural containment. Jazz became another instrument in the effort 
to “contain” criticism about America’s cultural and racial identity. Yet 
as jazz also symbolized integration and the country’s emergence from 
colony to nationhood, the paradigm of race and culture shifted during 
the Cold War. Blacks once seen as “separate but equal” began to sig-
nify the ideal of American nationhood. Theoretically, racial equality 
and integration became emblematic of American democracy. As In-
grid Monson points out, this dynamic reflected the arch of modernity 
in Western thought that embraced “transcendence, universality, free-
dom, autonomy, subjectivity, and progress.” Modernity broadly refers 
to “the expansive sense of Western thought since the Enlightenment.” 
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In the realm of civil rights, this meant “political democracy, equality 
before the law, and individual freedom.” At the same time, aesthetic 
modernism incorporated a set of “ideas about form and content, ab-
straction, individuality, iconoclasm, rebellion, the autonomy of art, 
authenticity, progress, and genius.”15 
	 Jazz diplomacy also became significant to many U.S. officials who 
remained increasingly aware that black leaders and intellectuals helped 
transform worldwide perceptions of American society. Most notably, 
DuBois, whom biographer David Levering Lewis characterizes as an 
intellectual powerhouse, galvanized some of the most prominent 
black intellectuals who critiqued race relations. Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
has discussed how these intellectuals represented those whom DuBois 
would call the “Talented Tenth.”16

	 Although modernist ideals abounded in theory, in practice, these 
ideals had not yet been realized for African Americans. Not surpris-
ingly, DuBois and other black intellectuals denounced Western im-
perialism, and numerous black artists and musicians supported their 
cause. In 1949 Paul Robeson, another pivotal African American intel-
lectual—who was also an accomplished singer—wrote an article in the 
Soviet journal Sovetskaia Muzyka in which he expressed the view that 
black American spirituals played a significant role in invigorating both 
Soviet and world cultures.17 Robeson was one of the most celebrated 
African American artists in the Soviet Union. Revered by the Soviet 
people, he and other black activists periodically traveled to the Soviet 
Union and identified with many aspects of Soviet culture and life.
	 Beginning in the 1930s, and throughout World War II, African 
American activists like Robeson and such notable cultural figures as 
boxer Joe Louis avidly championed the cause of black liberation at 
home and abroad, especially after the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 
1935. Elliot P. Skinner has pointed out that they especially recognized 
that “African peoples intend to bring their own brick to the construc-
tion of a universal civilization.”18

	 With the onset of McCarthyism and the intensification of the U.S.-
Soviet Cold War rivalry, however, new Cold War exigencies, begin-
ning in 1947 with the enunciation of the Truman Doctrine and the 
Marshall Plan, transformed the American approach to Communism 
and the color line. After 1947, in the name of anti-Communism, black 
activists had to adopt an anti-Communist tone and denounce coun-
tries and causes that they had previously supported. The robust and 
vocal protests against discrimination at home and abroad under-
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went attack and curtailment, and as the Cold War intensified in the 
early 1950s, many white Americans abundantly decried Robeson and 
DuBois. By the mid-1950s, to voice appropriate political protest, ac-
tivists had to forego criticism of race and anti-Communism. Ideas of 
social advancement, ideological supremacy, and the exceptionalism 
of American democratic traditions became the only suitable themes 
for public debate. Moreover, the American Cold War establishment 
increasingly defined the American race problem as an anomalous, un-
usual dynamic in American society. Race officially became interpreted 
as an arcane national issue rather than the impetus for international 
change.19

	 Black intellectuals, nevertheless, dramatically redefined the idea of 
race in a global context during the postwar years. In 1948 DuBois il-
luminated his idea of race when he declared: “I came then to advocate, 
not pride of biological race, but pride in a cultural group, integrated 
and expanded by cultural ideals.”20 Years earlier, in 1911, black intel-
lectual Alain Locke had described how the idea of race shaped politi-
cal thinking in the United States. Seeking to refute social Darwinism 
and biological theories of white racial superiority put forth by such 
racial theorists as Arthur Comte de Goubineau in The Inequality of 
Human Races, Locke asserted that “any true [theory] of race must be 
a sociological theory of race.”21 Such a theory must describe the differ-
ent stages of a nation’s or a people’s social and cultural development 
by applying uniform philosophical criteria to different groups when 
analyzing their evolution. Employing similar criteria precluded the 
perpetuation of cultural biases that might lead to an assessment of the 
cultural superiority or inferiority of one group of people in relation to 
another.22

	 Locke presented the idea of race as a cultural and historical con-
struct. The idea of race, he asserted, emerged when a particular 
group’s external biological differences led them to have a common 
historical experience. Such experiences gave rise to what he called a 
“sense of kin.” In this way, Locke implied that the idea of race actu-
ally represented a common historical experience among a social or 
ethnic group, and he claimed that racial difference based on biological 
attributes was a fallacy. Race actually constituted a social experience 
that “parade[d] itself as biological inheritance.”23 Locke, also a profes-
sor of philosophy at Howard University during the Harlem Renais-
sance, emphatically defined race in terms of culture and nationhood. 
Foreshadowing DuBois, he asserted that culture illuminated an “un-
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conscious set of rules, reflexes, and attitudes” that determined “the 
social etiquette of race relations.” For him, America’s diverse culture 
in particular reflected “the promise of American democracy. Race be-
comes a tool for understanding the highest aspirations and potentials 
of the American character. Race is a constitutive force of American 
identity.”24

	 Similarly, a variety of scholars helped inaugurate a philosophical 
shift in national racial attitudes between the wars. As political prej-
udice in Europe escalated, culminating in the emergence of nazism, 
scientific racism was discredited by scholars in the natural and social 
sciences. Yet racism toward blacks persisted in the United States. In 
1944, near the end of World War II, as European empires crumbled, 
Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal succinctly expounded upon the 
problem of race in America and elaborated on the prospect of forg-
ing black equality in the American context. In his pivotal study, An 
American Dilemma, in which he thoroughly documented political, 
economic, and social discrimination against black Americans, he 
concisely argued that white Americans would eventually embrace the 
idea of racial equality. His work repudiated America’s racial ideology 
as irrational and gave significant impetus to efforts to dismantle seg-
regation in the United States.25 International acceptance of ideas of 
racial equality and black citizenship gained momentum during the 
Cold War, and desegregation in America progressed further. As vari-
ous theories emerged to illustrate that race was a social and cultural 
construct, black intellectuals reexamined the ways in which race re-
mained an integral component of American culture, and new “racial” 
experiences played a critical role in influencing black American cul-
tural activities abroad.

Culture, Internationalism, and the American Ethos

The “worldview” of Americans and their conception of “self” and of 
society remained critical for American officials in their efforts to re-
construct the image of America’s cultural and racial life. With the in-
tensification of the superpower rivalry, the U.S. government hoped 
that redefining the nation’s identity abroad—by depicting positive 
images of America in cultural tours—would highlight analogous de-
velopments in American society. In the 1970s anthropologist Clifford 
Geertz characterized a nation’s and a people’s ethos as
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the tone, character, and quality of . . . life, its moral and aesthetic style and 
mood; . . . the underlying attitude toward themselves and their world that 
life reflects. Their world view is their picture of the way things in sheer 
reality actually are, their concept of nature, of self, of society. It contains 
their most comprehensive ideas of order. . . . The world is made emotion-
ally acceptable by being presented as an image of an actual state of affairs 
of which such a way of life is an authentic expression.26

	 Jazz was often presented abroad as an “authentic expression” 
of American life. This effort to use culture to portray the country’s 
changing Cold War ethos represented a form of cultural internation-
alism—one of the most pivotal elements of the Cold War cultural 
struggle. Cultural internationalism occurred when “[i]ndividuals and 
groups of people from different lands . . . sought to develop an alterna-
tive community of nations and peoples on the basis of their cultural 
interchanges. . . . [T]heir efforts have significantly altered the world 
community and immeasurably enriched our understanding of inter-
national affairs. [Cultural internationalism is] [t]he inspiration behind 
these endeavors and the sum of their achievements.”27 In this inter-
national context, official person-to-person contacts between nations 
strikingly redefined the American ethos.28

Jazz and “Cultural Containment”

Containing the criticism of America that emanated from the jarring, 
trenchant propaganda that the Soviet Union disseminated through-
out the world became central to American cultural efforts. Although 
Soviet elites held complex views of the United States, ranging from 
cultural reverence, envy, curiosity, and admiration to boldfaced ideo-
logical mistrust, the fear and anxiety created by U.S. actions against 
Japan at the end of World War II, along with the onset of tensions that 
gave rise to the Cold War, gave impetus to strident anti-Americanism 
in Soviet foreign policy. Soviet imperial ambitions distinctly shaped 
these international efforts. The Soviet Union characterized Americans 
as racist and segregationist and criticized American culture as deca-
dent, amoral, materialist, and individualistic. By 1950 the Soviet Union 
had initiated a “Hate America” campaign.29 Soviet propaganda high-
lighted the fact that the United States protected democratic rights for 
whites, while it violently denied those rights to African Americans. 
Thus racial discrimination in the United States pointedly damaged the 
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American position in the global struggle against Communism. As cul-
tural policy makers devised jazz policy through the paradigm of the 
U.S.-Soviet cultural rivalry, racialist thinking in jazz diplomacy un-
avoidably arose. For example, after the independence of French West 
Africa in 1960, when Africa became a more critical focal point of the 
Cold War cultural struggle, race conflicts in the United States compli-
cated American cultural efforts to counter the Soviet Union’s world-
wide cultural offensive, even in Eastern Europe.
	 Additionally, Soviet cultural initiatives were far-flung. The Soviets 
reportedly sponsored three times as many cultural exchanges around 
the world as the United States did in the 1950s and 1960s; it also signed 
cultural agreements with countries in every geographic region of the 
world, including the United States in 1958. Through cultural relations, 
the Soviet Union attempted to engender in other peoples sympathy 
for Communist politics and ideology. Through the mass media, the 
performing arts, education, science, and technology, the Soviet Union 
aspired to portray appealing aspects of Soviet socialism to sway inde-
pendent nations to support Communist regimes—targeting decolo-
nizing nations in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. In Soviet ideology, 
colonial revolution symbolized the weakening of capitalist imperial-
ism and the imminent demise of the West. And some outspoken Sovi-
ets viewed jazz as the music of the class struggle—through jazz, subju-
gated black lower classes struggled for self-expression and autonomy 
from capitalist oppressors.30

	 In the midst of this vast Soviet effort, McCarthyism, a xenophobic 
effort to fight the Communist enemy within by restructuring Ameri-
can culture and society, exacerbated the struggle for racial equality in 
the United States. McCarthyism bred fears of Communist subversion 
in America, sweeping away common sense and subverting principles 
of democracy for the sake of Cold War competition. America’s pho-
bic reaction to Communism permeated every arena of American life, 
from religious worship to Hollywood movies, from the mass media to 
fiction writing. Americans feared World War III and massive nuclear 
destruction by the Soviet Union. Such fears, so eloquently outlined by 
Paul Boyer in By the Bomb’s Early Light, transformed the American 
mind, altered the American character, and permeated the country’s 
cultural ethos in cartoons, songs, books, movies, and music. Amer-
icanism—an ideology of affluence, patriotism, and free enterprise, 
accompanied by a belief in authority that would preserve traditional 
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American values—likewise dominated the minds of white Ameri-
cans.31

	 Working through such forums as the House Un-American Ac-
tivities Committee (HUAC), McCarthyism denounced all criticism 
of legal, social, and economic inequalities in the United States. Para-
doxically, sympathy for civil rights signified Communist subversion 
and threatened the stability the United States had worked so hard to 
achieve. HUAC deemed almost every form of social and cultural activ-
ism a product of Bolshevik instigation. Moreover, the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI) characterized the entire civil rights movement 
as Communist inspired. Such sentiments led to the complete suppres-
sion of cultural and political norms.32

	 It was in this atmosphere that the American government began to 
persecute such black artists and intellectuals as Paul Robeson, W. E. 
B. DuBois, and Josephine Baker—those whom it considered political 
firebrands. These intellectuals spoke out loudly against McCarthyism 
and increasingly showed sympathy for the ideals of the Soviet Union. 
DuBois’s evolution toward Communism grew significantly during 
these years.33

	 How did such developments impinge upon Cold War cultural af-
fairs? In the international arena, culture explicitly became an instru-
ment of the Cold War competition. Yet in the first half of the twenti-
eth century, American cultural relations had reflected a reliance on 
the concept of “liberal developmentalism.” Liberal developmentalism 
“merged 19th century liberal tenets with the historical experience of 
America’s own development, elevating the beliefs and experiences 
of America’s unique historical time and circumstance into develop-
mental laws thought to be applicable everywhere.”34 Furthermore, it 
supported the view that others should imitate America’s historical 
experience—the experience of a chosen people. Proponents of lib-
eral developmentalism also advocated free enterprise and the free 
exchange of cultural products by means of government-sponsored 
programs and activities.35

	 Thus this approach to cultural affairs changed drastically during 
the Cold War era. Upon the defeat of the Axis powers, as the U.S. 
State Department debated how it would conduct diplomacy in the 
midst of anti-Communist fervor from 1945 to 1954, conflicts between 
“culturalists” and “informationalists” intensified—these two groups 
had clashed upon the inception of government-sponsored cultural 
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programs and the establishment of the Division of Cultural Relations 
in 1938. “Culturalists” discouraged the use of culture for political pur-
poses. They urged that cultural internationalism remain separate from 
politics. They supported the power of ideas to facilitate understanding 
among different cultures that were thought to belong to a common 
“intellectual and moral” universe and which shared common values. 
Culture served as a unifying influence among people.36 Contrarily, “in-
formationalists” urged using culture solely as an instrument of Cold 
War competition—as “kulturpolitik.”37

	 In 1947, when the American containment policy began to typify 
American political thought, the “distinction between politics and 
ideas” disappeared in American cultural policy. Congress also passed 
the Smith-Mundt Act of 1948, calling for cultural exchange to oppose 
the Soviet’s Cold War activities. Additionally, American Cold War 
policy began to target Europe and Asia, the main theaters of cultural 
competition in the 1940s and early 1950s. By 1950, with the onset of 
the Korean War, the enunciation of National Security Council (NSC) 
Paper #68, and the “loss” of China, the United States formalized the 
“use of idea[s]” to fight the Cold War—to further the goals of the real-
politik.38 This resulted from pervasive anti-Communism in the Amer-
ican establishment, which thwarted the liberal tradition of interna-
tionalism. The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) was viewed as an instrument of ideological 
warfare to help thwart Communist expansion. New cultural rheto-
ric aspired to mask American realities. This activity culminated with 
the creation of the United States Information Agency (USIA) in 1953, 
formed explicitly for the purpose of conducting propaganda activities 
throughout the world during peacetime. Nonetheless, as Cull points 
out, the USIA did not seek to adopt an explicitly propagandistic tone 
when promoting its activities abroad.39

	 Thus in the early 1950s American cultural policy changed in sig-
nificant ways. First, the State Department expanded cultural activities 
to a greater number of geographic regions: the Division of Cultural 
Relations had been created in 1938 specifically to increase cultural 
contacts with Latin America and to insulate the region culturally from 
the rising specter of fascism—Hitler, Mussolini, and Japan. Second, 
the State Department shifted its priorities from cultural to explicitly 
propaganda purposes with the creation of the USIA. Soviet cultural 
activities, along with Cold War exigencies in Greece, Turkey, and Ko-
rea, prompted by George Kennan’s Long Telegram (1946), his X ar-
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ticle “Sources of Soviet Conduct” (1947), the Truman Doctrine, and 
NSC #68, pointed to the use of culture to thwart Communist expan-
sion. Kennan had argued that the United States could use nonmilitary 
means to contain Soviet expansion, while NSC #68 urged employing 
“means short of war” toward this end. Culture thus became an explicit 
component of the American containment policy. Third, the State De-
partment called for the exchange of persons—blacks and whites—in 
cultural programs, in addition to books, literature, and the media. 
Cultural programs initially did not include African Americans. This 
development became central to the evolution of postwar global diplo-
macy.40 Fourth, cultural exchanges, which had been sponsored mostly 
by the private sector, were increasingly sponsored by the U.S. govern-
ment.
	 As cultural containment expanded, the influence of McCarthy-
ism—though it lingered in the minds of Americans well into the 
1960s—declined when President Dwight D. Eisenhower denounced 
Senator Joseph McCarthy in 1954. America’s Cold War cultural rheto-
ric simultaneously changed as the course of the Cold War shifted in its 
focus, scope, and intensity. Frequent racial incidents in the 1950s and 
the 1960s caused considerable embarrassment for the country and al-
tered official views toward kulturpolitik. Black nationalism worldwide 
also caused American policy makers to view new black nations with 
caution and sometimes fear.41 Never before had American policy mak-
ers faced this political paradox: ultimately, race relations reflected a 
contradiction in American democracy that undermined the nation’s 
ability to implement the policy of cultural containment, inside and 
outside the world of people of color.
	 As jazz musicians traveled abroad, the U.S. government, as stated 
earlier, actively curtailed and censured the activities of some black 
intellectuals in the domestic and international arena. Significantly, 
as race, culture, jazz, and global diplomacy became interconnected, 
American global influence grew increasingly enigmatic. Although 
internationalist ideals gave impetus to cultural diplomacy, informa-
tionalists often prevailed in the State Department’s Bureau of Educa-
tional and Cultural Affairs (CU) because anti-Communism played the 
most significant role in forging America’s worldwide cultural agenda. 
The causes of art, jazz, and internationalism did not merge in cultural 
policy until the late 1960s, when the Soviet Union increasingly showed 
signs of its impending disunity.
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Jazz in the Cold War

Jazz diplomacy poignantly illuminated America’s cultural and racial 
paradoxes on the world stage. Jazz often symbolized black Ameri-
cans’ alienation from American society. Yet, at the same time, it also 
emerged as a unique symbol of the artistic and cultural dynamism of 
American democracy. It exposed how “[i]n a culture that lauds white-
ness there is yet an attraction and an energy to blackness.”42 Through 
jazz, the world recognized that what DuBois has called “spiritual striv-
ings” thrived in the midst of white oppression.43 As American soci-
ety rendered blacks invisible, jazz men and women carved out their 
own cultural space, acknowledging that they were not fully accepted 
as equals in American life. In the words of Ralph Ellison, Louis Arm-
strong has “made poetry out of being invisible.”44

	 As a minority resisting a dominant power through cultural means, 
some jazz musicians—and often practitioners of rhythm and blues 
and rock and roll—sometimes played with the principles of cultural 
nationalism in mind. Others embraced revolutionary nationalism. 
In short, revolutionary nationalists followed the tenets of Marxism, 
while cultural nationalists rejected Marxism and “favored African 
socialism.” Both emphasized autonomy and black cultural identity.45 
Jazz’s polyrhythms, syncopation, collective improvisation, and me-
lodic lines often emerged in opposition to what musicologist Gunther 
Schuller calls the “democratization of rhythmic values.”46 Race rela-
tions became axiomatic, accentuating a moral tension: jazz challenged 
its practitioners either to affirm their heritage by struggling against ra-
cial oppression or to seek acceptance into white society.47 This tension 
in part gave rise to the clearer assertion of a unique black aesthetic in 
jazz, sometimes resulting in racial unity, and at other times, disunity. 
It also epitomized the moral dilemma that DuBois put forth in 1903 in 
The Souls of Black Folk, that

the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with sec-
ond-sight in this American world, a world which yields him no true self-
consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of 
the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this 
sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of mea-
suring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on with amused con-
tempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness—an American, a Negro; two 
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one 
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dark body whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.  
. . . He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and 
an American . . . without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly 
in his face. . . . This, then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the 
kingdom of culture.48

As Monson has shown, the “story of jazz” in the 1950s and 1960s—
the “golden age of jazz”—became a story of cultural experimentation 
and unprecedented aesthetic innovation, set against the backdrop of 
political and social limits that redefined the country’s cultural milieu. 
Jazz music took on a “set of symbolic meanings” that defined the jazz 
genre well into the twenty-first century.49

Donning the Mask

The revolutionary changes in jazz music paralleled the rise and fall 
of the American civil rights movement. In the era of civil rights, “the 
intractable conflicts that emerged over race, leadership, strategy, and 
policy goals were similar in many respects to the arguments over 
race, power, aesthetics, and economics that took place in jazz. . . . The 
civil rights movement and jazz musicians drew from a common set 
of discourses (or ideas) that shaped the way disputes were conceived 
and the way in which various constituencies chose to put ideas into 
practice.”50 A potent symbol of resistance, jazz music “in many ways” 
became the “sonic alter ego” of the American struggle for racial equal-
ity.51 As American values shifted, many jazz performers saw their 
music as a means to bring about “social change” and assert “cultural 
self-determination.”52 Such jazz theorists as Amiri Baraka saw that the 
political implications of jazz were unavoidable. The musicians them-
selves asked: Did they hold a place in the postwar world that set them 
apart? Did the civil rights movement promise them a more secure 
place in American society?53 Thus the intermingling of jazz expression 
and political activism, which characterized jazz’s controversial evolu-
tion in the twentieth century, reached a critical juncture in the Cold 
War years.
	 In the 1920s, after World War I challenged prevalent ideas of the 
superiority of Western civilization, this struggle for identity and cul-
tural autonomy became fully enunciated in African American art and 
thought. Black culture, in all of its expressiveness, from literature to 
music, from dance to drama, from sculpture to the movies, burgeoned 
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into a provocative social movement: the Harlem Renaissance. The 
Harlem Renaissance saw African Americans embarking upon politi-
cal, social, and artistic activities with an intensity never before seen, 
expressions that provided impetus for the musical and artistic activ-
ism of the 1950s and 1960s. This was a distinctly modernist tendency 
indicative of black artists’ evolution toward self-redefinition as they 
pioneered an “imaginative transformation” that transcended interna-
tional borders.54 They defined their cause: to be a “public Negro, not 
merely an [artist], but a credit to his race.”55 Locke himself never be-
lieved in art for propaganda’s sake. In the 1920s a “Negro artist in the 
United States live[d] in a peculiar province—a spiritual geography. His 
art is self-consciously national, while at the same time, special, ethni-
cally, regionally. It attempts to speak with two voices, one from the 
stage of national culture and the other from the soul of ethnic experi-
ence.”56

	 Even in the context of segregation in the 1920s, as in the 1950s and 
1960s, significant artistic and interracial collaborations took place. 
But because segregation became entrenched in the American social 
landscape, the black artist “had to defy whites’ eyes, which were too 
often his eyes as well.”57 As intellectuals, African American artists 
grappled with the notion of whether art should provide a “moral cen-
ter” to define themselves. Thus many blacks struggled with the con-
cept of “racial dualism.”58 Trying to overcome racial barriers involved a 
process of “becoming.” For writer Langston Hughes, jazz represented 
the powerful, expressive art of the black lower classes. Yet a dilemma 
arose in that some intellectuals believed that in order to “become” 
American, blacks had to adopt a new culture—a white culture—and 
leave African American culture behind. They were cut off from their 
own past and told that they could not partake in the American dream. 
For Hughes, however, to deny the social distinctions between blacks 
and whites was to deny the significance of a distinct black experience 
in the United States rooted in slavery. Blacks continually confronted 
this tension between race and culture in America, and, in the words of 
George Hutchinson, they were “mediating race and nation.”59

	 In the 1930s, in the aftermath of the Great Depression, black op-
pression in the United States led to increasingly “revolutionary” 
tendencies among black artists.60 During these years—it was the big 
band era, when swing music overtook the musical landscape at home 
and abroad—jazz musicians and black artists embraced the idea of 
“self-determination,” a central tenet of the new American Commu-
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nist Party.61 In the 1930s black culture became infused with Commu-
nist ideals, making African American culture diverse and profoundly 
innovative. Inspired by the Russian Revolution of 1917, some blacks, 
including Paul Robeson, traveled to the Soviet Union and embraced 
broader international causes. By engaging in cultural activities abroad, 
moreover, and in joining the Popular Front against the rising scepter 
of fascism, especially in Spain, some black radicals also became active 
in the cause of black cultural internationalism.62 Such activities gave 
rise to a nascent “black Marxism” as the “transnational contours of 
black expression between the wars . . . was molded through attempts 
to center the ‘destinies of mankind.’”63 Such black cultural figures as 
the poet and writer Zora Neale Hurston reflected this new black voice 
in America’s national culture.64

	 As DuBois’s and Locke’s notion of racial duality became redefined 
in the jazz art form itself, jazz criticism emerged with such publica-
tions as Down Beat and Metronome. In the 1930s the foundations of 
the formal jazz establishment were laid.65 In the 1940s World War II 
significantly changed the relationship of jazz musicians to American 
cultural life as the be-boppers emerged onto Fifty-second Street in 
New York City, the heart of the jazz world. The 1920s music of Louis 
Armstrong, although still popular, became overshadowed by the new 
sounds of such jazz greats as Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and Billy 
Eckstine.66

	 During the war, be-boppers created new cultural identities with the 
zoot suit and the “conk,” inspiring a fashionable “hipster culture” that 
brought fresh life to the American cultural scene. They were quick-
ly “condemned” for their frivolity and drug use by many in the jazz 
establishment and criticized by conservative reactionaries—“moldy 
figs”—just as free jazz was later criticized in the 1960s.67 The war itself 
nevertheless helped popularize jazz throughout the world. Swing and 
be-bop bands performed abroad, significantly increasing troops’ mo-
rale. As they galvanized the war effort at home, swing bands thrived, 
and the market for jazz bands surged. Jazz remained a poignant politi-
cal symbol of America’s fight for freedom at home and abroad.68

	 In the 1950s, however, jazz musicians necessarily adjusted to the new 
demands of Cold War culture. They strove to appeal to the emerging, 
affluent white American suburban middle class in order to popularize 
their music as postwar American mores changed. Thus jazz musicians 
found themselves struggling to redefine the contours of their art form 
as they attempted to appeal to rapidly shifting American values. While 
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some jazz musicians became ardent political activists, others wres-
tled with the new Cold War politics and chose to conform.69 Amid 
the emerging liberal, anti-Communist consensus that guided the jazz 
establishment, jazz musicians often abandoned the more radical ideas 
of the 1930s and embraced forms of the music that reflected America’s 
new ethos—many jazz musicians closed ranks to help fight the Cold 
War, consciously adopting a color blind approach to jazz. The con-
sequent emerging jazz “mainstream” articulated by such outspoken 
white jazz critics as Marshall Stearns and Nat Hentoff consisted of 
most forms of modern jazz music from the 1930s and 1940s and led 
to the emergence of “stylistic unity” among many jazz artists.70 The 
resulting jazz canon became embraced by American policy makers 
who determined the direction of jazz diplomacy. By the 1960s jazz 
musicians redefined their art in new and old global venues—festivals, 
magazines, recordings, radio shows, and universities. Jazz had par-
ticular appeal among the youth.
	 In this period of redefinition, a plethora of new musicians and 
styles appeared on the jazz scene in New York, Chicago, New Orleans, 
and other thriving urban centers. Some jazz theorists and activists, 
like Amiri Baraka, expressed the view that even for the new genera-
tion of musicians, “at the expense of the most beautiful elements of 
the Afro-American musical tradition, to be successful and rich one 
had to be white.” Benny Goodman, not Duke Ellington or Count Basie, 
remained the “King of Swing,” he asserted.71 Nevertheless, the young-
er generation of jazz musicians, in their early twenties and thirties, 
roused the jazz world. Thelonious Monk revolutionized piano styles 
and influenced an entire generation of pianists that included Randy 
Weston, Herbie Nichols, Oscar Peterson, Dave Brubeck, Amhad Ja-
mal, and Bill Evans.72 Simultaneously, such musicians as drummer 
Mel Lewis spearheaded Third Stream jazz by incorporating classical 
techniques, chord progressions, and formal practices into jazz music. 
Echoing the East Coast in the 1950s, the West Coast emerged as a 
center for new jazz styles. Here, cool jazz became a potent “alterna-
tive” to bop and reflected many of the modern tendencies of white 
Americans. The Modern Jazz Quartet became a leading proponent of 
cool jazz. Significantly, many of the cool jazz musicians were white, 
including Gerry Mulligan, Jimmy Giuffre, Shelly Manne, Shorty Rog-
ers, and Dave Brubeck. With octets and nonets, they created coun-
terpoints to formal musical composition, and jazz styles fragmented 
further. Their music—less strident—appealed to the more conserva-
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tive white Americans even though some of the musicians echoed the 
sentiments of earlier be-boppers who shunned conformity. The musi-
cal and aesthetic battles between be-bop, or “hot jazz,” and cool jazz 
intensified.73

	 Other emerging styles of jazz included hard-bop, post-bop, and 
soul-jazz.74 Max Roach became the preeminent hard-bop drummer of 
the day. He also emerged as a vocal jazz activist who wrote We Insist! 
Freedom Now Suite—the most politically explicit jazz piece of the era.75 
Charles Mingus, one of the foremost innovators of hard-bop, admired 
such composers as Beethoven, Bach, and Debussy. He became one of 
the most outspoken musicians in the jazz world as he used all styles of 
jazz to create his own rebellious, powerful musical style. “Mingus was 
the closest jazz has come to having its own Ezra Pound,” jazz scholar 
Ted Gioia has professed.76 Yet Mingus often felt “persecuted by the 
white man and the black man” as he became an ardent “spokesper-
son” for linking jazz with the movement for social equality.77 Eminent 
jazz drummer Cozy Cole likewise lamented the elitist attitudes that 
arose toward jazz both inside and outside the musical establishment. 
He declared that not all jazz musicians received the respect that they 
desired in many of the venues in which they played, especially in the 
context of segregation. White musicians held most of the jobs. Some 
observers, he asserted, “just figured every jazz musician they saw was 
a junkie or just nothing.” Cole recognized that jazz was regarded as a 
“put down” art form in the eyes of many outsiders.78

	 Unlike many mainstream artists, the musicians who spearheaded 
the new form of jazz in the 1960s—free jazz—often defined their own 
national culture through national struggle, echoing yet not completely 
mimicking Africans taking up arms against colonial rule. Thus the in-
termingling of jazz expression, aesthetic self-determination, and po-
litical activism that characterized jazz’s controversial evolution in the 
twentieth century reached a critical juncture. During this era, a shift 
in ideology occurred in the jazz community. Rather than advocate the 
idea of color-blind race relations in jazz, musicians and supporters of 
the music asserted a renewed black consciousness in which the idea 
of universality centered on black musical values. The musicians used 
their instruments as arms to fight creative monotony, conformity, and 
oppression. They capitalized on the music’s “revolutionary potential.”79 
Free jazz performers were often maligned in the press for their out-
spokenness.80 Excluded from performing in the clubs, they created an 
underground movement, performing instead in alluring cafés. Some 
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embraced cultural nationalism and Leopold Senghor’s concept of ne-
gritude: a black culture separate from that of the national culture. Like 
the native intellectuals in Franz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, 
free jazz musicians,

[s]ince they could not stand wonderstruck before the history of today’s 
barbarity, decide to back further and to delve deeper down; and let us 
make no mistake, it was with the greatest delight that they discovered that 
there was nothing to be ashamed of in the past, but rather dignity, glory, 
and solemnity. . . . The claims of the native intellectual are not a luxury but 
a necessity in any coherent program. The native intellectual who takes up 
arms to defend his nation’s legitimacy and who wanted to bring proofs to 
bear out that legitimacy, who is willing to strip himself naked to study the 
history of his body, is obliged to dissect the heart of his people.81

Amid this cultural depth and complexity in the 1960s, the more vocal 
assertion of jazz modernism and the expansion of the jazz intelligen-
tsia occurred along with the globalization of jazz in the twentieth cen-
tury. The international popularity of jazz reflected the diffusion of a 
uniquely American cultural ethos. Such cities as New York embodied 
this multifaceted ethos, which became revered internationally. In his 
memoirs, premiere bandleader Duke Ellington alluded to this dynam-
ic in cultural and political terms when he professed that in Harlem:

It is Sunday morning. We are strolling from 110th Street up Seventh Av-
enue, heading north through the Spanish and West Indian neighborhood 
toward the 125th Street business area. . . . Everybody is in a friendly mood. 
Greetings are polite and pleasant, and on the opposite side of the street, 
standing under a street lamp, is a real hip chick. She, too, is in a friendly 
mood. You may hear a parade go by, or a funeral, or you may recognize the 
passage of those who are making our Civil Rights demands. . . . Harlem has 
its heroes, too. . . . Jackie Robinson, Ray Robinson, Chief Justice Thurgood 
Marshall, Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes, Bill Robinson.82

Ellington did not believe that black jazz musicians would have to aban-
don their own culture to become members of the American main-
stream, and he focused more on artistic achievement than political 
activism to work toward this goal.83

	 Black jazz was nurtured by the boorish yet alluring entertainment 
and nightclub world that thrived in such cities as Chicago, St. Louis, 
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New Orleans, and especially the Upper West Side of New York. Al-
though the color line kept jazz musicians from performing in many 
venues, musicians honed skills in smoky bars and dimly lit rooms, and 
the jazz club became a rueful place. Often frequented by white audi-
ences, such clubs as Birdland and Café Society became popular gath-
ering spots. People came to dance, to listen, to learn, and to endure, as

[u]nder the ceiling light . . . they believe they know before the music does 
what their hands, their feet are to do, but that illusion is the music’s secret 
drive: the control it tricks them in to believing is theirs; the anticipation it 
anticipates. In between record changes, while the girls fan blouse necks to 
air damp collarbones or pat with anxious hand the damage moisture has 
done to their hair, the boys press folded handkerchiefs to their foreheads. 
Laughter covers indiscreet glances of welcome and promise, and takes the 
edge off gestures of betrayal and abandon.84

Jazz musicians often indulged in a practice called “Walking the Bar”: 
the entire band would stand on a bar, or on a bandstand behind a bar, 
with their instruments in hand, and begin to jam. As a group, they 
would walk back and forth, swaying in step and in rhythm, blowing 
their horns out of sync, acting like clowns, goons, mimes—like a cir-
cus show. Audiences seemed to like “stuff like that.”85

	 Ultimately, despite jazz’s worldwide appeal, views toward jazz re-
mained remarkably complex both at home and abroad. As jazz music 
permeated the world against the backdrop of McCarthyism and the 
Cold War, jazz increasingly represented a paradoxical trope about 
race and American democracy: interracial harmony and racial equal-
ity rhetorically resulted from the workings of American democracy—
but these ideals had not yet been achieved in modern American life. 
Amid widespread Cold War conflicts, black cultural ambassadors had 
to emphasize their “Americanness,” not simply their identity as Afri-
can Americans, to represent America abroad. The tours of black art-
ists in this context also reflected DuBois’s prophetic words from 1925, 
that

in the world at large, it is only the accident, the remnant that gets the chance 
to make the most of itself; but if this is true of the white world it is infinitely 
more true of the colored world. It is not simply the great clear tenor of 
Roland Hayes that opened the ears of America. . . . [A] foreign land heard 
Hays and put its imprint on him and immediately America with all its imi-
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tative snobbery woke up. We approved Hayes because London, Paris, and 
Berlin approved him and not simply because he was a great singer.86

	
	 Moreover, jazz had became associated with the lower stratum of 
American society because it had thrived among African Americans 
and Creoles between 1910 and 1930 in the midst of brothels and the 
crass nightclub life of the red light district in Storyville, New Orleans. 
Amid segregation resulting from the decision in Plessy v. Ferguson 
in 1896, as jazz expanded into similar venues in succeeding years, it 
frequently met with disdain. Americans, both black and white, as-
sociated jazz with banality, chaos, disorder, and people of ill-repute. 
Furthermore, because the creators and innovators of jazz were people 
of color—these included Jelly Roll Morton, Bunk Johnson, and Louis 
Armstrong—jazz became a stigmatized art form.87

	 In addition, many jazz innovators did not read notated music in 
the European tradition. Rather, they learned to play and create music 
through listening, imitating sounds, and pure ingenuity. Consequent-
ly, in the United States, in the Soviet Union, and throughout the world, 
some musical aficionados who represented “high” culture—theater, 
ballet, opera, and the symphony—regarded jazz as a “low” art form 
with low cultural origins. Some people questioned its value as art. 
During World War I and World War II, jazz became more commercial 
as white musicians began to record and sell jazz and “sanitized” the 
music to appeal to more conservative white musical tastes. Each new 
form of jazz thereafter was similarly politicized.88

	 Yet jazz has embodied other ideals as well. To many, jazz also re-
flected a trope about the culture and values that remained “native” to 
the United States and from which others derived the true meaning 
of the country.89 Precisely because jazz represented a form of African 
American artistic expression arising out of the experience of racism 
and segregation, it symbolized a cultural ideal: that even in the most 
adverse social conditions, an oppressed people could achieve cultural 
integrity and expressive freedom. Many regarded jazz, a form of the 
black aesthetic, as an analog of colonial America’s struggle for inde-
pendence, thereby illuminating in part why jazz aficionados have ex-
tolled the music as a unique form of American cultural expression.90 
Jazz symbolized the country’s expansion from colony to nationhood, 
reflecting the paradigm of race and culture that shifted during the Cold 
War: blacks once regarded as “separate but equal” came to signify the 
ideal of American nationhood. Such paradoxical tropes reflected the 
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tensions that emanated from modernism, racial dualism, and the re-
definition of black cultural politics during the Cold War.
	 Echoing Monson, noted African American scholar Cornel West 
suggests in The Future of the Race that in the struggle for freedom, 
black artists remained aware that they had a responsibility to repre-
sent black achievement to the world in order to sustain and promote 
democracy and to confront oppression. In West’s view, black jazz per-
formers remained quintessential representatives of American culture; 
he writes that they were “immerse[d] . . . fully in the cultural depths 
of black everyday life” and, moreover, that they embraced “democratic 
concepts of knowledge and leadership which highlight human fal-
libility and mutual accountability,” as well as “self-realization within 
participatory communities.”91 As they contributed to the terrain of 
cultural and political ferment, the progressive intellectuals of black 
jazz, including John Coltrane, Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and 
Charles Mingus, arose as “towering examples of soul-making and 
spiritual wrestling which crystallize the most powerful interpretations 
of the human condition in black life.”92 Not surprisingly, those who 
celebrated jazz at home and abroad honored its racial heritage while 
admiring it as an ingenious American cultural achievement, a reflec-
tion of America’s cultural prosperity.93 The rise of the United States as 
a great power during this era thus involved a cultural component that 
both originated from and reflected the dynamism of jazz.
	 In this vein, the travels of Dizzy Gillespie, Louis Armstrong, Dave 
Brubeck, Benny Goodman, Earl Hines, Charles Lloyd, Marian Ander-
son, and many others revealed an American commitment to the mod-
ernist ideals of progress and openness, and these artists themselves 
became models of the dynamism of a democratic system. As the Cold 
War intensified, jazz diplomacy aimed to portray several important 
themes about America’s Cold War culture. First, it softened the emerg-
ing policy of containment by revealing the softer, more civilized side 
of American society. Second, it conveyed the idea that in an era rife 
with racial conflict, culture and race relations, in some venues, could 
engender peace and interracial harmony. Third, it exemplified the 
country’s concrete attempts to improve the status of African Amer-
icans even in the midst of social repression. Equally important, the 
tours helped enhance American prestige and credibility because they 
elevated culture above the fray of politics and race. Not surprisingly, 
however, against the backdrop of ongoing racial conflicts, the message 
the United States employed in an effort to thwart Communism some-
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times appeared as an insincere and deeply flawed artifice. Adding to 
the fray, American cultural officials often infused jazz discourse with 
elitist and ethnocentric rhetoric that undermined the efficacy of jazz 
diplomacy. Thus appreciation of jazz tours did not always indicate or 
engender support for American policies.
	 Ultimately, American Cold War policy cautiously sanctioned a 
message, an aesthetic, and an ethos that helped thwart Communist 
cultural activities, even in the Soviet sphere. The multifaceted jazz 
aesthetic increasingly appealed to peoples struggling for freedom 
worldwide, and to those overwrought by Communism in the Soviet 
bloc. In a unique way, in the words of Lawrence Levine, jazz often gave 
peoples abroad “a sense of power of control. . . . It allowed [artists] to 
assert themselves and their feelings and their values, to communicate 
continuously with themselves and their peers and their oppressors as 
well. Here was an area in which they could at least partly drop the 
masks and the pretense and say what they felt, articulate what was 
brimming up within them and what they desperately needed to ex-
press.”94 As jazz remained a vibrant symbol of art’s ability to transcend 
political and cultural barriers, jazz diplomacy placed superpower re-
lations in a complicated cultural context. Jazz distinctly depicted the 
realities and possibilities of American democracy. It also signified the 
emergence of a new American ethos on the world stage that contrib-
uted to the toppling of Communist regimes. 



Chapter 1 
Battling the Reds

This year, for the first time in American history, the world is seeing a 
bigscale drive by the U.S. to best the Russians—not in guns, science, or 
sports—but in culture. . . .
It’s apparently the first time that the Government has recognized the 
need for battling the Reds on the highbrow front for what’s left of the free 
world.
	 —Variety, 1955

Even before American jazz musicians became cultural ambassadors, 
the United States launched performing arts tours in the Soviet bloc to 
compete with the “Reds” on the cultural front. After the Soviet Union 
emerged from the ruins of World War II, and Joseph Stalin embarked 
upon a policy of political and cultural expansion that challenged 
America’s bid for preeminence in world affairs, American cultural 
policy makers aimed to destroy what they characterized as “myths” 
and stereotypes about the country that lingered abroad. The “myths” 
that frequently emanated from America’s racial dilemma significantly 
shaped the international discourse on discrimination, civil rights, and 
cultural freedom that became proscribed in the 1950s.1 As W. E. B. 
DuBois professed in 1957, “the whole colored world, together with the 
world of socialism and Communism, stand asking whether the United 
States is a democracy or the last center of ‘white supremacy’ and co-
lonial imperialism.”2

	 Moreover, many countries stereotypically saw the United States 
as culturally barren and morally imprudent. The United States was 
quickly replacing Europe “as the major symbol of colonialism through 
its excessive wealth, superior technology, and racial arrogance.”3 To 
side with the United States abroad, additionally, often meant accept-
ing military and economic assistance, not cultural revelry.4 These ste-
reotypes persisted despite the fact that in the 1950s and 1960s, black 
cultural products—especially jazz, rock and roll, and rhythm and 
blues—reshaped the American cultural landscape and permeated the 
cultures of the world. Thus, as black music made a deep impact on 
the image of American race relations, American artists undermined 
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Cold War orthodoxies. Through music, blacks and whites at home 
and abroad assuaged social tensions by sharing a common social and 
cultural experience, thereby transcending racial boundaries.5
	 Against this backdrop, American Cold Warriors aimed to redefine 
American cultural values through the presentation of music, Holly-
wood movies, operas, sports, and dance. They became increasingly 
convinced that cultural contacts between nations deeply influenced 
perceptions of race and culture at home and abroad. Cultural contacts 
shaped attitudes, broadly influenced belief systems, and helped deter-
mine how a nation interpreted the world. Culture itself also influenced 
and reflected a nation’s way of life and thus helped delineate which 
institutions and practices a nation would endorse in international af-
fairs. Before the onset of the Cold War, the United States, although 
active in the international arena, espoused a policy of isolationism—
the idea of a “city on a hill.”6 Yet in the postwar years, as the country 
acquired a new racial character and assumed the role of worldwide 
protector of democracy, American officials reevaluated the American 
mission; they reinforced the idea that racial equality and the survival 
of American values were not mutually exclusive and had become criti-
cal to the survival of the Western world.7
	 In this context, the United States buttressed efforts to revamp its 
image by participating in a momentous affair in 1955—the Geneva 
Summit.8 This pivotal international event, held from July 18 to 23, be-
came critical in redefining the cultural Cold War in the mid-1950s. 
Countries that attended included the United States, the Soviet Union, 
France, and Great Britain. Geneva signified a lessening of Cold War 
tensions and embodied hopes of “removing barriers to normal inter-
course between the” East and the West.9 The main topic at the sum-
mit centered on nuclear strategy and Eisenhower’s policy of “Open 
Skies.” Yet the summit also laid the groundwork for person-to-person 
contact between those in the United States and the Soviet Union by 
advocating reciprocal visits for political figures, performing artists, 
civic leaders, and many others. Arthur Bronson, writing for Variety, 
had reported just months earlier that a Soviet cultural invasion of the 
world was occurring.10 Thus Geneva helped set the stage for future 
jazz tours in the Soviet bloc.
	 In his memoirs, Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev voiced his am-
bivalence about the summit. He expressed the view that in this nucle-
ar age, “the Western powers were still reluctant to take even the basic 
measures necessary for laying the foundations of a secure peace.” He 
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further asserted that “the Geneva meeting was probably doomed to 
failure before it even began.” Still, he amusingly recalled Eisenhower’s 
suggestion that, regarding tensions, “we could wash them away with 
martinis.” Ultimately, he believed that the summit was an “important 
breakthrough . . . on the diplomatic front” and claimed that “we had 
established ourselves as able to hold our own” in international nego-
tiations.11

	 Equally, Geneva symbolized a Soviet desire to pursue a policy of 
peaceful coexistence with the West. After the death of Stalin in 1953 
and a subsequent power struggle, a cultural thaw occurred in the Sovi-
et Union that give rise to a myriad of dynamic cultural activities. Amid 
this cultural openness, Westerners were allowed to travel behind the 
Iron Curtain for the first time in the postwar era.12 The Soviet Union 
also embarked upon cultural tours with the West in part to acquire in-
formation on American technology, politics, life, and culture. It advo-
cated a bevy of activities such as tourism and musical performances. 
The United States, contrarily, conducted cultural relations with the 
Soviet Union in order to expose the Soviet people to Western ideas, 
nurture their demands for freedom and a more open society, and 
encourage liberalism in the Soviet Union and the Communist bloc. 
Likewise, cultural policy aimed to create an atmosphere of friendship, 
warmth, and generosity with the Soviet Union, with the ultimate hope 
that the Soviet people would assimilate American values. Both sides 
emphasized the importance of achieving mutual understanding to im-
prove overall relations.13

	 Walter Stoessel Jr., acting officer in charge of European affairs, fur-
ther justified cultural exchanges with the Soviet Union by arguing that 
they offered “Communist-indoctrinated” people realistic “knowledge 
of” the United States and helped to favorably impress them with the 
American “way of life.” Soviet peoples could thus relay positive stories 
about America “to their friends and relatives upon returning” home. 
Stoessel also contended that cultural interactions might disabuse 
Soviets of the notion that the United States is “responsible for” con-
structing “the ‘iron curtain’” between the East and the West.14

	 Despite this astounding breakthrough in superpower relations, 
some American goodwill ambassadors touring the Soviet Union ex-
pressed dismay about their travels. In a letter to Stoessel, members of 
the American chess team voiced several complaints about their offi-
cial visit in 1955. Stoessel suggested that the team “refrain from overly 
effusive public comments and statements regarding the treatment 
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given to them in the USSR.” He reiterated that “it is always well, in 
this connection, to bear in mind” the Soviet Union’s “persistent re-
fusal . . . in the post-war years to cooperate with American proposals 
for cultural exchange.” He pointed out that the Soviet Union had just 
modified its “line somewhat in this regard” and that “such exchanges 
as the U.S.-Soviet chess competition are permitted by the Soviet gov-
ernment only because they are considered to be useful in furthering 
the overall political aims of Soviet Communism.”15 While some Ameri-
can artists feared “cultural contacts” behind the Iron Curtain, many 
remained avid supporters of cultural initiatives.16 In this vein, Paul 
Kapp, manager of the Delta Rhythm Boys, suggested that the African 
American singing group appear as the “first American jazz artists” in 
Russia. He characterized the singers as the “finest” in black American 
achievement.17

	 One of the most significant cultural events to arise from the Ge-
neva Summit was the tour to the Soviet Union of George Gershwin’s 
musical Porgy and Bess, a striking showcase of African American cul-
ture. Variety reporter Irving R. Levine pointed out that in the “Geneva 
Spirit,” the Soviet Ministry of Culture “footed the bill” for the entire 
Porgy and Bess tour, leading some Soviet officials to claim that “there 
is no ‘Iron Curtain’ as far as the importation of American culture is 
concerned.” Some American officials, however, worried that the musi-
cal depicted negative images of African Americans and surmised that 
it might reinforce ambivalent Soviet opinions about black life in the 
United States.18

	 By the end of this historic year, numerous Soviet artists toured 
worldwide in the name of propagating Communist values and ideas. 
These activities intensified the American desire to rebut ideas of 
American materialism and cultural backwardness that lingered in the 
international arena.19 Importantly, Geneva also represented a defini-
tive achievement for the Soviet Union because it revealed that on the 
eve of Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the Twentieth Party 
Congress in 1956, the Soviet Union did not completely remain “unable 
to break with the past, unable to muster the courage and the determi-
nation to lift the curtain and see what had been hidden about the ar-
rests, the trials, the arbitrary rule, the executions, and everything else 
that had happened during Stalin’s reign.”20 Khruschev’s speech caused 
an uproar in the Eastern bloc, and even incited rioting in Poland.21

	 In July 1956 President Eisenhower expressed his continued sup-
port for American cultural initiatives “at this moment, when develop-
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ments on the other side of the Iron Curtain clearly show[ed] that the 
yearning for freedom remain[ed] alive and vibrant. . . . For maximum 
usefulness, wide contributions by American citizens and American 
enterprise [were] essential in this work.”22 Variety and Time likewise 
expounded upon cultural policies when they praised the United 
States’ new Cultural Presentations Program (CPP)—Eisenhower’s 
“President’s Program”—which sponsored such groups abroad as the 
Jubilee Singers and the Philadelphia Orchestra.23

	 As cultural tours ensued, a critical Cold War event significantly 
overshadowed Geneva’s success and drastically altered U.S.-Soviet 
views toward cultural affairs. Attempting to stifle a nationalist move-
ment in Hungary in October 1956, the Soviet Union occupied the 
country militarily. Khrushchev characterized the invasion with opti-
mism, extolling the socialist cause. He asserted that “by helping the 
Hungarian people to crush the counterrevolutionary mutiny we have 
prevented the enemy from impairing the unity of the entire Socialist 
camp, rigoursly tested during the Hungarian events.” According to the 
Soviet premier, socialist countries had “approved” the invasion “unan-
imously.”24

	 The Soviet invasion unavoidably met with ardent criticism at home 
and abroad. Some African Americans equated the invasion with ra-
cial oppression in the southern United States.25 Others suggested that 
U.S. cultural efforts had helped instigate the rebellion.26 Similarly, Fred 
Schang, of Columbia Artists Management, and Robert O. Blake, of 
the Office of Eastern European Affairs, declared that the United States 
remained eager to sponsor “first-rate” American performing artists to 
the Soviet Union, but only after “public reaction against Soviet inter-
vention in Hungary had died down to an extent that such appearances 
would not redound against the American artists at home.”27 Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles believed that it was essential to “impres[s] 
on . . . Soviet leaders [the United States’] strong disapproval of their in-
tervention.”28 He did not know when cultural relations would resume.
	 In a letter to Soviet official Nicolai Bulganin, Eisenhower pro-
claimed that the invasion had a “shocking” impact. Most important, 
he implored that “in the name of humanity and in the cause of peace 
that the Soviet Union take action to withdraw Soviet forces from Hun-
gary immediately and to permit the Hungarian people to enjoy and 
exercise the human rights and fundamental freedoms affirmed for all 
peoples in the United Nations Charter.”29

	 As the invasion exacerbated international tensions, the acting assis-
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tant secretary of cultural relations emphasized that the United States 
would not consider Hungary’s request for tours. He recommended 
that “when . . . circumstances warrant consideration of a program of 
cultural interchange with Hungary, the [Hungarian] legation should 
submit new recommendations.”30 In November, Harold C. Vedeler, 
counselor of embassy, claimed that the act of aggression even caused 
Czechoslovakia to be “preoccupied with security” and to “mov[e] 
backward toward police dominance.”31 Even in the months before the 
intervention, Henry P. Leverich, officer in charge of Balkan affairs, had 
discouraged travel to Hungary, pointing to “adverse developments in 
U.S.-Hungarian relations.”32

	 In the midst of this international uproar, American officials hotly 
debated cultural policy with the Communist bloc. John C. Guthrie, 
first secretary of embassy in Moscow, advocated any type of entertain-
ment for the Soviet Union, yet asserted that some “extreme” jazz could 
offend Soviets “who have a high degree of musical sensibility.”33 The 
Prague embassy advocated tours to Czechoslovakia for such groups 
as Jose Limone’s Dance Troupe and the Cleveland Orchestra, yet re-
mained uncertain about whether an American group could perform in 
Czechoslovakia—Czech policy depended on American policy toward 
the Soviets. The American embassy reiterated that if the “Czech re-
gime could be convinced that an American group was not going to the 
Soviet Union because of limited time rather than for policy reasons, it 
would be permitted to perform.”34 Toward this end, Robert Dowling, 
chairman of the board of the American National Theater Academy, 
traveled to the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia in an effort to negoti-
ate a tour for a musical comedy. Llewellyn E. Thompson, an official in 
Moscow, reported that when Dowling spoke with Khrushchev, it was 
clear that despite the Soviet premier’s ambivalence, he approved of 
cultural relations. Momentarily, “the Soviet and American people got 
on well together.”35

	 Frequent negotiations did not dispel American fears of Soviet anti-
American propaganda. Some U.S. officials believed that the Soviet 
Union brainwashed its tourists with anti-American ideas. The Czechs 
endured charges of constructing an “iron curtain of [their] own.”36 
Other American policy makers even suspected that Communist art-
ists and athletes might be carrying suitcases full of “Communist pro-
paganda” during their visits abroad. Consequently, such officials urged 
exercising tremendous caution when interacting with peoples from 
the Soviet bloc.37



battling the reds   33

	 In 1959, as Khrushchev and Eisenhower prepared for another piv-
otal summit and as tensions over the military occupation of Berlin 
intensified, Richard H. Davies, minister-counselor in Moscow, reiter-
ated the importance of promoting U.S.-Soviet cultural contacts. He 
observed that when three American painters and a sculptor visited the 
Soviet Union, American “cultural accomplishments [were] one of the 
least well known” in the country, and “of all the aspects of American 
culture, American art is perhaps the most unknown.” This, he claimed, 
resulted in part from the Soviet press’s imprudent desire to protect 
“the purity of Soviet art.”38

	 “The purity of Soviet art” indeed faced significant challenges as 
American popular culture steadily reached peoples behind the Iron 
Curtain. Such publications as Variety, Time, and the New York Times 
reported on the increasing popularity of jazz in the Soviet Union. 
Jazz thrived in the more open cultural environment. Willis Conover 
launched his jazz and popular music show, Music USA, for the Voice 
of America in the Soviet Union in 1955, while Radio Moscow began 
to play jazz tunes and rhythm and blues in its broadcasts.39 Conover 
became known all over the Soviet Union for his jazz show. The New 
York Times Magazine reported that because of the Soviets’ penchant 
for the music, jazz records were even sold “surreptitiously . . . outside 
GUM, Moscow’s biggest state-owned department store.”40 Soviet jazz 
musicians also smuggled jazz records into the country from Western 
and Eastern Europe and traded jazz records on the black market. They 
likewise engaged in heated debates about jazz. An article in the Soviet 
journal Sovetskaia Muzyka examined the instrumental and stylistic 
potential of jazz and “easy” music.41

	 Jazz’s popularity grew despite the fact that Soviet officials viewed 
jazz as “bedlam from the decadent West.”42 Renowned Soviet writer 
Maxim Gorky had vociferously expressed this opinion toward jazz in 
his 1928 article “The Music of the Gross,” and his viewpoint subse-
quently became an official tenet of Soviet domestic and foreign pol-
icy.43 Because jazz originated among segregated African Americans, 
it also symbolized the bedlam of class conflict: the music of the op-
pressed mass proletariat expressing discontent and unshackling the 
tyranny of capitalist “oppressors.” Jazz’s appeal in the Soviet Union be-
came so undeniable that Khrushchev attempted to co-opt the music 
from 1956 to 1962.44

	 As jazz made significant inroads in Soviet society, the Soviet Union 
launched a “massive ‘cultural offensive’” in Asia.45 At the same time, 
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the People’s Republic of China also entered the foray of cultural com-
petition, placing greater emphasis on cultural affairs in the late 1950s. 
Chinese initiatives caused American officials to identify Asia as a 
high priority for cultural campaigns and heightened fears of Chinese 
cultural expansion into the Western Hemisphere. American officials 
grew concerned that, like the Soviets, the Chinese might use cultural 
groups to spread Communist propaganda and ideology. Consequent-
ly, the United States sought to prevent the Peking Opera from per-
forming in Santiago, Chile, and in other parts of South America. The 
State Department urged that Latin America and other regions refuse 
visas for the group. It also advised U.S. embassies to clarify the official 
American position about the group to other governments.46

	 In this way, the United States “successfully frustrated Chinese Com-
munist efforts” to expand culturally.47 One official believed that ac-
cepting the “seemingly innocuous group” for a tour might “legitimat[e] 
Chinese Communists” or undermine the “common front” against a re-
gime that the United Nations “branded . . . as an aggressor.” He feared 
that such a troupe could have a “domino” effect by posing a threat to 
stability in Korea, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia or by reaching “sympa-
thetic” groups in Africa. He even worried that the group might “break 
opposition to a seat” for China in the United Nations.48 Moreover, Jo-
seph S. Evans Jr., counselor of embassy for public affairs in Tokyo in 
1958, warned that the United States was “losing [the] cultural Cold 
War in Japan,” and in March 1959 George M. Hellyer, counselor of em-
bassy for public affairs in Tokyo, declared that the United States was 
not prepared to compete with the Communist cultural offensive in 
Japan.49

	 As the cultural Cold War in Asia intensified, the world continued 
to debate the progress of race relations in the United States.50 Such 
discussions gained momentum in 1955 when the murder of Emmett 
Till—a fourteen-year-old boy killed after being accused of flirting with 
a white woman—resulted in domestic and international calumny. Mu-
sicians like trumpeter Miles Davis recalled the horror of the incident 
when he remarked that it “shocked everyone in New York.”51 At the 
same time, black activists initiated the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 
December 1955, an event that represented a shift in blacks’ political 
approach to descrimination.52

	 American cultural policy makers saw another dilemma emerge 
in their efforts to confront Communism and the color line as black 
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cultural internationalism dynamically resurged. In the wake of civil 
rights struggles in the United States, securing the allegiance of African 
peoples become pivotal in the American mission to win over the free 
world. Yet many American liberals characterized Africa as primitive 
and in need of civilization.53 The illusory rhetoric of Cold War liberal-
ism echoed the American political rhetoric of the late nineteenth cen-
tury that encompassed the ideology of social Darwinism. Thus Africa 
became a Cold War “focal point,” “the center of colonial contention”—
yet for the purposes of expanding American Cold War policies, not 
buttressing Africa’s political aims.54 As American officials made at-
tempts to win the sympathy of African nations, they often equated 
African nationalism with Communism and thus did not support Af-
rican freedom struggles. Winning the Cold War remained a priority 
over supporting independence movements.55 This policy undermined 
American attempts at political and cultural cooperation, and, not sur-
prisingly, American cultural relations with Africa remained steeped in 
a political and racial conundrum.
	 Black internationalism continued to progress under world scru-
tiny in 1955, when the Bandung Conference took place in Bandung, 
Indonesia, and in 1956, when the First International Congress of 
Colored Writers and Artists met in Paris. Such distinguished black 
artists as Richard Wright attended Bandung. The Bandung Confer-
ence was sponsored by India, Pakistan, Ceylon, Burma, and Indone-
sia. Delegates from twenty-nine nations attended, including six from 
Africa—from Egypt, Ethiopia, Liberia, Libya, the Gold Coast, and the 
Sudan (Anglo-Egyptian)—along with representatives from Asia and 
Latin America, as well as Marshal Tito, the leader of Yugoslavia. By 
reaffirming a commitment to international freedom struggles and an-
nouncing a policy of nonalignment, Bandung represented the third 
world’s disengagement from the politics of the Cold War.56

	 Though Western officials worried that the nations represented 
at Bandung would fall under Communist influence, many, includ-
ing Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, trivialized the event. New 
York representative Adam Clayton Powell Jr. had traveled to the con-
ference despite State Department efforts to dissuade him. Espousing 
Cold War liberal views, Powell urged delegates to suppress the race 
question and to denounce China and Russia. Bandung delegates cau-
tiously espoused support for Afro-Asian cultural contacts with the 
Communist bloc and beckoned the United States to address its racial 
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problems. Powell believed that by advocating such efforts, he kept the 
conference from unequivocally supporting Communist political strat-
egies.57

	 Still, black cultural internationalism frustrated American policy 
makers by giving impetus to worldwide criticism of the American 
race question. When Eastern and Western Europe, Asia, Africa, Latin 
America, and most notably the Soviet Union publicly disdained the 
persistence of racial violence and the denial of civil rights to African 
Americans, they denounced what they saw as a hypocritical divide 
between American rhetoric and American realities. Thus the race 
quandary represented a profound threat to national security. Black in-
ternationalism also propelled greater controversy into debates about 
American efforts to develop image building, especially when the USIA 
presented such movies abroad as The Negro in American Life, which 
depicted themes of “reconciliation and redemption” with regard to 
race. These themes conveyed the USIA’s official Cold War approach to 
the race question.58

	 Moreover, Cold War reductionism continued to cast a shadow 
over cultural affairs. American policy makers who viewed the di-
lemma of race through the paradigm of the Cold War colored offi-
cial debates about cultural tours. In 1955 controversy arose when 
the Berlin Philharmonic visited the United States. Musician Arnold 
Manoff proclaimed that “our own Negro musicians are barred from 
most American symphony orchestras while [the] Nazi German Berlin 
Philharmonic is invited to tour. What shameful hypocrisy.”59 Shortly 
thereafter, in a letter to Carl Ditton, of the National Association of 
Negro Musicians, Inc., Richard Straus, of the Office of German Af-
fairs at the Bureau of European Affairs, defended the tour by stating 
that the “conductor was cleared by de-Nazification tribunals,” and un-
der certain American laws such musicians were permitted to enter 
and perform in the United States. The State Department did not have 
any connection with the trip. Straus hailed the orchestra as a “cultural 
symbol of free Berlin” and an “expression of gratitude by Germans in 
general.”60

	 Ultimately, the pivotal Cold War events that redirected the Ameri-
can approach to battling the “Reds” in the mid-1950s—most notably, 
the Geneva Summit, the Bandung Conference, the Soviet invasion 
of Hungary, and the Communist cultural offensive in Asia—revealed 
significant tensions in American policy. U.S. policy makers saw an in-
creasing need to thwart official sympathy toward black international-
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ism as their fears of Communist cultural expansion intensified. Yet 
the appropriation of black and white American cultural products to 
counter the Soviets’ worldwide effort to win sympathetic Communist 
allies sometimes unwittingly gave impetus to cultural international-
ism. When African American artists performed abroad in the “Ge-
neva spirit,” the views of such officials as Edward A. Symans, attaché 
in Poland, grew increasingly popular. Symans believed wholeheart-
edly that official performances of African American artists could help 
mend or ameliorate political breaches and also engender sympathy 
for American policy goals.61 Cultural tours helped improve what the 
United States saw as the faltering and incongruous image of American 
life that often existed in the international arena.



Chapter 2 
Jazz Diplomacy at Home and Abroad, 
1954–1957

Jazz is not in ideological favor in Communist countries. Not so much be-
cause it is “decadent” but because it is typically Western! But no matter 
how much the ideologists frown, youngsters pick it up on their receiving 
sets and belt it out in their jam sessions so that at almost any hour of day 
or night, jazz can be heard whistled in the street, played in the homes, or 
coming through a crack in a basement window.
	 —Joseph C. Kolarek, 1956

With anti-Communist fervor at its height in the mid-1950s, racial op-
pression in the United States sometimes mirrored the pervasive tyr-
anny in the Soviet sphere, despite campaigns to buttress the image 
of American democracy.1 As W. E. B. DuBois wrote in a letter to the 
editor of the newspaper New Times in 1954, “The present attitude in 
America is to make it impossible for American Negroes to express 
themselves concerning their situation unless they confine their re-
marks or writings to fulsome praise of the United States.”2 In confront-
ing this conundrum, the State Department, wary of jazz’s racial and 
social origins, reluctantly became jazz’s ally.
	 President Dwight D. Eisenhower helped lay the foundations for a 
global jazz diplomacy in the aftermath of Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion—a decision that provided impetus for a worldwide United States 
Information Agency (USIA) propaganda campaign. Racial realities at 
home and abroad led policy makers to recognize the need to forge 
new tactics to conduct diplomacy. Apparently, “USIA efforts and the 
exchange of black speakers abroad did not adequately confront the 
looming dilemma of race in the United States. A new approach was 
needed, especially because several new nations focused more on dis-
mantling colonialism rather than choosing sides in the Cold War. The 
cultural exchange program provided the apparent solution.”3 Thus in 
July 1954 Eisenhower “beseeched Congress to allocate funds for Cold 
War cultural exchange.”4 It became clear that, for Eisenhower, the 
Cold War would be won on the level of ideas. Thereafter, in August 
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1954 the U.S. Congress authorized the President’s Emergency Fund 
for Participation in International Affairs. The International Cultural 
Exchange and Trade Fair Participation Act of 1956 granted this fund 
permanent status, after which it was renamed the President’s Special 
International Program for Participation in International Affairs; it also 
became know as the Cultural Presentations Program (CPP). The act of 
1956 additionally called for the creation of an Advisory Committee on 
the Arts (ACA), imbued with the power to help choose the program’s 
participants and to evaluate its effectiveness. Initially, the American 
National Theater Academy (ANTA) and the State Department jointly 
administered the CPP. In 1954 the State Department also approved 
the creation of several panels to select American performing artists 
to tour abroad for the United States. These included panels for drama, 
dance, music, and, later, jazz. When the music panel first met in New 
York City in October 1954, American officials elucidated the CPP’s 
primary purpose: to “counteract Russian propaganda.”5

	 The State Department maintained final authority in approving all 
musical and dramatic selections and advocated the “utmost discre-
tion in the selection of artists.”6 It instructed the panels to approve 
only the best performing artists the United States had to offer. Toward 
this end, it established a rating system in March 1957, which, over the 
years, helped assess the integrity, personal attributes, musical abilities, 
and “Americanness” of artists proposed for American tours. The pan-
els likewise evaluated artists’ suitability in terms of personal character 
and the racial makeup of their group.7 The United States Information 
Service (USIS)—USIA overseas—in part held the responsibility for 
coordinating these new global efforts. The USIS promoted cultural 
contacts through various cultural media—the press, brochures, post-
ers, pamphlets, photos, films, and newsreels.8 Moreover, it assisted in 
determining what types of artists would perform and which themes 
performers would emphasize. It also organized receptions, jam ses-
sions, and other social events. In 1955 the director of the USIA ex-
pressed his support for this dynamic new chapter of the cultural Cold 
War and especially underscored the importance of countering Soviet 
efforts. He declared that

the basic objectives . . . are to improve the understanding in foreign coun-
tries of United States cultural achievements, thereby to refute Communist 
propaganda, and to demonstrate to the people of the world that the United 
States is genuinely interested in the cultural achievement of its own and 



40  jazz diplomacy at home and abroad, 1954–1957

of other peoples. . . . [We must] strengthen the climate of world opinion, 
and [the] understanding and appreciation of art and culture in the United 
States.9

	 Significantly, with the launching of the CPP, the “leader of the free 
world” found innovative ways to create meaning in its cultural life and 
to communicate this to other cultures. To counter Soviet propaganda, 
the United States attempted to substantiate claims that it had a supe-
rior Western culture and civilization. Policy makers sought to employ 
the arts to help transcend a compelling ideological, political, and ra-
cial divide—by the mid-1950s the world had divided into several ideo-
logical blocs established because of the exigencies of the Cold War.10 
Unavoidably, the U.S. government appropriated American culture in 
the midst of political upheaval at home and Communist revolutions 
abroad.

The Back Door

Black jazz musicians in the United States faced the pervasive and un-
yielding restraints of Jim Crow, as the barrier between black and white 
had become emblematic of the jazz world. Yet both black and white 
jazz musicians spoke out loudly against discrimination and segrega-
tion and made considerable strides in fighting racism. Interracial col-
laboration became an important component of the fight for justice. 
Such musicians as Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Dizzy Gillespie, 
Benny Goodman, and Dave Brubeck fought to gain access for black 
jazz musicians through “the front door.” Numerous musicians partici-
pated in marches, in fund-raising events for civil rights organizations, 
and in a variety of other activities.11

	 Armstrong led his world-famous band the All Stars in the 1950s and 
1960s, touring throughout Japan, Europe, Africa, and Latin America. 
He also traveled to Ghana under private sponsorship in 1956, where he 
performed for Kwame Nkrumah, who became prime minister upon 
Ghana’s independence in 1957. Yet when he played for a segregated au-
dience in Knoxville, Tennessee, a group of hooligans threw dynamite 
at the theater where his band performed. Armstrong continued the 
concert, nevertheless, and the New York Post asserted that it “Takes 
More’n Tenn. Bomb to Stop Satchmo.” After an official investigation, 
it was reported that the White Citizens Council had organized the dis-
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sentious act.12 Armstrong also traveled to Ghana under private spon-
sorship in 1956, where he performed for Kwame Nkrumah.
	 Armstrong expressed a perceptive view of American culture and 
race relations in a letter to his manager, Joe Glaser. He underscored 
the important role that a white manager played in forging the finan-
cial success of black jazz musicians. He recalled one of his mentors 
who once stated, “Dipper, As long as you live, no matter where you 
may be—always have a White Man (who like you) and can + will put 
his Hand on your shoulder and say—“This is My” N . . . ” and, Can’t 
Nobody’s Harm’ Ya.”13 Armstrong collaborated with such noted white 
jazz managers and producers as Joe Glaser of Associated Booking 
Corporation, George Wein of Festival Productions, and George Ava-
kian of Columbia Records. All helped organize several tours for the 
State Department.
	 Similarly, Duke Ellington noted the pivotal significance of white 
managers in jazz. In his memoirs, he pointed to a racial paradox that 
often arose from such relationships. He wrote that

Louis Armstrong was the epitome of jazz and always will be. He was also 
a living monument to the magnificent career of Joe Glaser. . . . Don’t put 
the cart before the horse, they say, and at first glance you might think Louis 
was the horse doing all the pulling while Glaser was in the driver’s seat of 
the cart. Obviously, a cart is a most convenient place to stash the gold. . . . 
Louis still ended up a very rich man, maybe the richest of all the “trumpet 
Gabriels.” . . . Joe Glaser watched over Louis like the treasure he was, and 
saw to it that his partner was well fixed for the rest of his life.14

Ellington likewise expressed profound dismay at America’s racial par-
adoxes. In what musicologist Mark Tucker heralds as Ellington’s most 
ardent expression against racism anywhere in his writings, Ellington 
commented on the U.S.-Soviet space race. He declared that the Unit-
ed States had not achieved the scientific success of the Soviet Union 
because racial prejudice had prevented the nation from attaining the 
“harmony of thought” that had to “prevail in order for” scientific prog-
ress to occur. He further claimed that because “so many Americans 
persist in the notion of the master race, millions of Negroes are de-
prived of proper schooling, denied the right to vote on who will spend 
their tax money, and are the last hired and first fired in those indus-
tries necessary for the progress of the country.”15
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	 In the same vein, Dizzy Gillespie emphasized the flaws in Ameri-
can democracy that emanated from America’s racial dilemma. He 
challenged segregation when he became one of the first bandleaders 
to integrate his band in the postwar years. As he introduced be-bop to 
the world and engendered enthusiastic fans among a wide spectrum 
Americans, Gillespie demanded “‘first class’ treatment” for jazz practi-
tioners. He heralded jazz as critical to the modernization of American 
music. As critics increasingly began to recognize the new jazz styles, 
he sought to eliminate segregation clauses in musicians’ contracts. 
Gillespie also protested the hiring policies of the music union, partic-
ularly in New York, where the majority of jobs for jazz musicians—in 
Broadway musicals, big bands, radio networks, and television studio 
ensembles—went to white performers.16

	 Another impetus for integration in jazz came from Jazz at the Phil-
harmonic (JATP), an organization dedicated to eliminating discrimi-
nation “on the job” that became equally prominent in the fight against 
segregation during the Cold War. The JATP traveled throughout North 
America, Europe, and Asia. Begun by white manager Norman Granz 
in the 1940s, the JATP sought to give jazz musicians “‘first class’ treat-
ment” by ensuring that musicians “traveled ‘first class’” and “stayed 
in” the best hotels.17 Most important, Granz objected to segregated 
audiences. The organization, which also included recording and dis-
tribution companies, produced a considerable number of jazz records 
on the market. Many musicians who played with Granz became some 
of the highest paid in the business. Ellington expressed admiration for 
Granz in his memoirs when he asserted that “Norman Granz is one of 
those guys I have spoken of as encountering at the various intersec-
tions of my road through life, guys who have been there to point out 
the way.”18 As he sought to dismantle the barriers of discrimination, 
Granz became widely respected in the jazz world. He observed that

it didn’t make no kind of sense to treat a musician with any kind of respect 
and dignity on stage and then make him go around to the back door when 
he’s offstage. I don’t understand that treatment. . . . It wasn’t only anti-black 
discrimination, it was discrimination against musicians. . . . I insisted that 
my musicians were to be treated with the same respect as Leonard Bernstein 
or Heifitz, because they were just as good both as men and musicians.19

On one occasion, when Dizzy Gillespie performed with the JATP 
at a main concert hall in Houston, Granz “removed the signs that 
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said ‘white toilets and negro toilets.’” Gillespie remembered a rueful 
event on that trip, recalling that “between sets, we’d be in the back, 
shooting dice, playing cards, and this time in Texas, all this money 
was on the floor. . . . We were shooting dice in the dressing room; 
the dressing room door burst open. The police came in and took us 
all to jail, including Ella Fitzgerald. Norman put up a bond and got 
us out. They asked everybody their name, and I told them my name 
was ‘Louis Armstrong.’” Gillespie’s band also encountered similar dif-
ficulties in Charleston, South Carolina, where Granz had demanded 
that concert tickets “be sold without regard to race—first come, first 
served.” In Kansas City, where the group stayed at the Hotel Continen-
tal, the management refused to allow Gillespie to swim in the hotel 
pool. Only after a dispute did Gillespie obtain permits to swim. The 
management nonetheless forced the band to enter the hotel through 
the back door.20

	 Other white managers who became remarkable pioneers during 
these Cold War years included George Wein of Festival Productions 
and George Avakian of Columbia Records. Both brilliantly balanced 
the needs of the musicians with the demands of the volatile and fluctu-
ating jazz market, domestically and internationally, and they traversed 
the terrain of race relations with exceeding agility. Avakian recalls his 
ardent belief in his musicians’ and his own ability to maintain musical 
integrity, even when the personal idiosyncrasies of such jazz greats 
as Benny Goodman colored their experiences at home and abroad. 
Likewise, Wein exhibited keen respect for the artistry and abilities of 
the musicians. Yet at the same time, he had an astute awareness of the 
needs of the State Department in this explosive Cold War political 
climate. His tact, knowledge, and prudence made him integral to the 
success of jazz diplomacy.21

	 White jazz musicians like pianist Dave Brubeck also opposed seg-
regationist practices. Brubeck, for example, expressed anger at racial 
restrictions: they prevented him from hiring some of the best musi-
cians in the business who were black. Like Gillespie and Armstrong, 
he also canceled performances in cities that forbade performances 
of integrated bands. Brubeck penned a Broadway musical, The Real 
Ambassador, in 1961, which mocked government-sponsored cultural 
tours. Though the show never made it to Broadway, some of the songs 
were performed in a poignant birthday tribute to Armstrong at the 
Newport Jazz Festival. Armstrong himself performed a selection of 
the show tunes at a jazz festival and also recorded several songs from 
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the show. The musical illuminated the ironies that emerged when 
black and white jazz artists represented the United States as Cold War 
cultural ambassadors.22

	 Benny Goodman, one of the most successful swing-band leaders 
of the era, likewise recognized the ironies of segregation, a practice 
in the business that he disdained. His immigrant parents were born 
in the Russian Empire, and Goodman himself was born and raised in 
a Chicago slum. Although he had a notoriously difficult personality,  
he, like countless others, encountered enormous obstacles as he at-
tempted to create a fully integrated band and to bring “colored musi-
cians . . . in the front door.”23

	 With such controversies emanating from the jazz world, the State 
Department’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs (CU) did not 
initially sponsor jazz in cultural tours—jazz’s ambiguous, paradoxi-
cal reputation evoked ardent controversy. Despite the globalization  
of jazz, one of the music panel members lamented that a “snobiness 
 . . . toward jazz” existed in the United States and that many Americans 
were ashamed of the music. At home and abroad, many associated it 
with the margins of American society—lower-class African Ameri-
cans.24 Moreover, American jazz also represented black cultural na-
tionalism and posed a revolutionary challenge to the status quo.
	 In this vein, American officials and jazz aficionados debated the 
efficacy of appropriating jazz and cautiously came to embrace “Amer-
ica’s classical music” in cultural efforts. Jazz’s rise as an instrument in 
the U.S.-Soviet Cold War rivalry intensified late in 1955 and early in 
1956, as the CU learned that American jazz and dance music had a sig-
nificant, dedicated, and avid following in the Eastern bloc. In the wake 
of the Geneva Summit, Vice Consul Ernest A. Nagy praised a perfor-
mance by the Czech Karel Vlach Dance Band in Budapest, Hungary.25 
He avowed that the American cultural influence remained striking 
and clear and that the United States could capitalize on its widespread 
appeal.
	 The Karel Vlach Dance Band performed at Margaret Island Ten-
nis Stadium in Hungary in July 1955. Nagy reported how the “Czech 
orchestra play[ed] American jazz in Hungary” to women in “low cut 
evening gowns,” and proclaimed that both the instrumentation and 
the orchestra’s “dress” reflected “unmistakable . . . American influ-
ence.”26 Twelve thousand people heard the band in Magyar Memzet, 
where it rendered interpretations of several popular American jazz 
tunes. Nagy amusingly claimed that the “degree of reception was in di-
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rect proportion to the ‘haziness,’ for want of a better term, of the num-
ber. The louder, faster, more intricate, more improvised, more daring 
the number, the better was the reception.” The group performed such 
tunes as Irving Berlin’s “Blue Skies” and George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody 
in Blue,” as well as songs modeled after Les Brown’s “cool styling.”27

	 Nagy enthusiastically characterized the Czech reaction to the band 
as “memorable” and exhilarating. This reflected jazz’s extensive appeal 
among young people worldwide, he claimed. Consequently, he urged 
that the State Department employ jazz to buttress American cultural 
initiatives. He asserted that

this American product, one of America’s outstanding contributions to the 
art forms of the world and perhaps our most popular export, remains sin-
gularly unexploited. I fear that most of our leading people do not like or 
understand jazz for various reasons and are, in fact, ashamed of jazz music. 
I am sure that a performance in Budapest by Norman Granz’s Jazz at the 
Philharmonic troupe or by either Les Brown, Woody Herman, or espe-
cially the Stan Kenton orchestra would be worth more from a propaganda 
and public relations standpoint than six weeks of VOA [Voice of America] 
broadcasting or high level conferences.28

For Nagy, Hungarians’ and Czechs’ hunger for American jazz also 
reflected the increasing cultural openness of the Hungarian regime. 
He proclaimed that “this orchestra could only have survived the past 
ten years, let alone prospered and grown in stature, as the result of 
an overwhelming demand from the people which had to be fulfilled 
no matter how basically ‘reactionary,’ ‘decadent,’ or ‘cosmopolitan’ its 
music might be to Communist ideolots.”29 Roy Schmidt, president of 
Hungary’s Hot Club for jazz, agreed that a popular American jazz 
group would have considerable appeal in Hungary.30

	 Another event that “helped catapult jazz into Cold War cultural 
exchange” occurred on November 6, 1955. In a front-page article, the 
New York Times announced that the “United States Has Secret Sonic 
Weapon, Jazz.” It then questioned why the government did not em-
ploy jazz in its cultural programs “to promote democracy” and urged 
wholeheartedly that American officials use jazz to nurture yearnings 
for freedom abroad, especially among the youth.31 To add to the fervor, 
magazines including Time and Down Beat keenly highlighted jazz’s 
propaganda value. Time commented that the propaganda value of jazz 
had grown immeasurably around the world because of Willis Con-
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over’s jazz program, Music USA. It asserted that the radio show epito-
mized the spirit of the United States.32 Similarly, critic Barry Ulanov 
acknowledged that jazz appealed to people of all ages, worldwide. 
Yet he cautioned that American jazz tours would not be effective if 
presented as nothing more than “carbon copies” of the real thing. He 
recommended that officials handle jazz as “delicately as literature or 
abstract art” when attempting to communicate to cultures in the West 
and the East. More important, he urged that the United States show 
greater respect for its own music before sending it abroad, declaring 
that, perhaps, “we shouldn’t rush so eagerly into this propaganda pro-
gram. . . . [I]f we fight well enough, intelligently enough, and success-
fully enough for jazz at home, then we can take up the task of letting 
everybody around the world know just how brilliant the accomplish-
ment of American jazz men is.”33 New York Congressman Adam Clay-
ton Powell Jr. had also become a vocal advocate for including jazz in 
cultural tours.
	 Unavoidably, when the CU chose the Dizzy Gillespie orchestra, 
an integrated group, as the first American jazz band to represent the 
United States abroad on a tour to the Middle East, the announcement 
evoked ardent, heated protests from both the public and members of 
Congress.34 The decision came about in the midst of mounting Cold 
War tensions in the Middle East that eventually led to the contentious 
Suez crises and after which the world censured the Western alliance.
	 As debates about the tour ensued, some Americans vehemently 
disapproved of the musicians’ salaries. The CU reported that the gov-
ernment had approved a sum of $92,000 dollars for a ten-week tour.35 
One individual implored the State Department to “justify . . . wasting” 
money on Dizzy Gillespie, whom he called a “colored ‘hoat’ trumpet-
er.”36 Another observer disliked the fact that Gillespie’s band received 
$2,150 per week for his tour—more than the president’s salary. Still, 
another citizen adamantly demanded “to know the name of the weak-
minded individual or individuals responsible for this criminal waste of 
the taxpayer money. For years I have heard that the State Department 
was the hideaway of more nuts than any other Department in Wash-
ington and that’s going some.” He further expressed his desire to “see 
that the idiot responsible for this waste be discharged. . . . I can furnish 
you hundreds of horn tooters of both races just as good as the one 
mentioned in this article for about $25.00 per week and expenses.”37

	 However, when Adam Clayton Powell informed Gillespie that 
Eisenhower approved a tour to the Middle East, Gillespie, aware of 



jazz diplomacy at home and abroad, 1954–1957   47

the international situation, expressed both delight and surprise, the 
tour spiritedly engendering pride in him. In his memoirs, he recalled 
how he “took it as an honor, really, because they had many people they 
could’ve chosen as the first one to represent the State Department on 
that tour. I felt highly honored, and I like the idea of a big band that 
wouldn’t cost me any money . . . and I sort’ve like the idea of represent-
ing America, but I wasn’t going over there to apologize for the racist 
policies of America.” Thus in part his sense of duty as a black artist and 
intellectual in the public eye led him to represent the U.S. government 
abroad.38 He stated to a reporter for the Philadelphia News, “I want to 
show Easterners that Negroes do all right over here.”39

	 As such controversies ensued, Gillespie’s band helped propel jazz 
and cultural containment into new and restless Cold War arenas. His 
band came to symbolize the fruits of American democracy and the 
vitality of “America’s classical music,” traveling to Latin America, the 
Middle East, and Southeast Asia.40

	 The New York Times reported that Gillespie’s “Rover Bop Boys” 
began their tour of these Cold War–torn regions in mid-1956.41 Jazz 
scholar Marshall Stearns accompanied Gillespie on the tour to give 
lectures on the history of jazz. Audiences responded enthusiastically 
to Gillespie’s music because he imparted a spirit of democracy and 
engendered a positive image of race in American life. The embassy in 
Dacca, East Pakistan, for example, declared that the Pakistani people 
saw jazz as a “radical innovation” and quickly grew accustomed to it. 
Although Gillespie’s tour did not achieve commercial success because 
of competing events, it proved “successful in its basic aims,” according 
to William L. S. Williams, the American consul general.42 Young peo-
ple embraced Gillespie’s jazz with zeal. In his incomparable report, 
Williams emphasized jazz’s aesthetic appeal. He asserted that while 
performing on his last night in Dacca, Gillespie and his singer played 
extended encores as listeners cherished his powerful and expressive 
musical interpretations. They infinitely enjoyed how the “blare of his 
trumpet section” could “reach right into the very back row of the the-
ater and shake a customer by the scruff of the neck.” Gillespie played 
anthems “with verve, style, and flourish,” candidly and mundane.43

	 Williams also heard a youngster play on a “homemade one-string 
violin.” The boy seemed rather frightened when Gillespie extended a 
kind gesture and allowed him to accompany him to his hotel for an 
informal jam session. Thereafter, the boy became particularly enthu-
siastic when Gillespie invited him to perform in a rickshaw; it was an 
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impromptu show that astounded and impressed local fans. Williams 
recalled that another meaningful event took place when Gillespie 
played a spontaneous jam with a local flutist.44

	 Importantly, Williams also reported that throughout their stay, 
the entire band remained “well mannered and cooperative” and were 
keenly aware of the State Department’s objectives. Williams did not 
have any “doubt that Dacca acquired an ear and a taste for American 
jazz” and that Gillespie “pioneered promising new territory.”45 Like-
wise, Marshall Stearns, in a report for Down Beat, noted that initially 
in Dacca, jazz was an unknown product, but by the last night a con-
cert hall was “jumping with new” jazz fans. On a more personal level, 
Stearns recalled how Quincy Jones, who played piano for Gillespie on 
the tour, extended a kind gesture when he “bought a complete outfit 
for a sailor” in Dacca.46 Overall, both Stearns and Williams character-
ized Gillespie as vital to the new cultural program. Not only did he 
achieve goodwill and appeal to diverse audiences, but he also inspired 
new appreciation of the jazz art form.47

	 Most important, when fans and admirers asked Gillespie about 
racism in the United States, Gillespie advocated America’s Cold War 
views toward the American dilemma. He stated that “they could see 
it [racism] wasn’t as intense because we had white boys and I was the 
leader of the band. That was strange to them because they heard about 
blacks being lynched and burned, and here I come with half whites 
and blacks and a girl playin’ in the band. And everybody seemed to 
be getting along fine. . . . [T]hose white guys were working for me. We 
have our problems but we’re still workin’ on it.” Gillespie thus charac-
terized the race question cautiously, yet optimistically, by professing 
that although “a hundred years ago, our ancestors were slaves, I’m sure 
its gonna be straightened out some day. I probably won’t see it, com-
pletely, the eradication of racial prejudice in the United States, but it 
will be eliminated.”48

	 As the tour gained “momentum,” the band continued to buttress the 
American image when it performed in Turkey. Many events illuminat-
ed the band’s broad aesthetic appeal. “Audiences normally not easily” 
moved in Ankara “went wild, shouting, whistling, and demonstrat-
ing that Turkey’s reputation as a ‘square’ country was undeserved.”49 
Gillespie often ended his performances with an indigenous anthem 
and “The Star Spangled Banner.” Stearns characterized the band’s “fire, 
cohesion, and impact” as “unbelievable.” The press commented that 
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Gillespie’s visit had become “a sweet dream for many Turks to have a 
chance to listen to a real jazz orchestra.”50

	 On another occasion, when a dispute about the race of audience 
members arose, Gillespie proclaimed to the Associated Press, “I 
won’t have any segregation here. I won’t play until the people outside 
the fence are let in.”51 Thereafter, at the Turkish-American Associa-
tion, some casually dressed laborers “happily entered the Association 
compound and joined the crowd.” Additionally, Gillespie met with a 
Turkish trumpeter who, according to the Public Affairs Officer (PAO), 
played just as well as top American jazz men like Roy Eldridge or Miles 
Davis.52 To show his appreciation, the musician gave Gillespie “a pair 
of Turkish slippers.”53

	 Many other incidents similarly revealed audiences’ overwhelming 
fascination with the group. When the musicians encountered a “pretty 
girl” who had become a fan, they learned that she was a renowned bal-
lerina who had “sold her shoes” for a ticket to Gillespie’s concert. In 
Karachi, Lorranie Gillespie, Dizzy’s wife, who also accompanied the 
band on the tour, met a chambermaid who delighted in Gillespie’s mu-
sic and mused that the band might be “a gang of wealthy and eccentric 
capitalists.” Furthermore, in Istanbul, Stearns and Gillespie attended 
a United Nations’ party for entertainer Danny Kaye, where the “two 
celebrities gently clashed.”54

	 The band continued to engender enthusiasm when, as the New 
York Times observed, American “Culture Roll[ed] On” in Syria. There, 
some of the “would-be hipsters . . . yelled ‘Rock it and roll it!’” during 
performances, while others amusingly “clapped on the wrong beat.” 
The newspaper also observed the band’s fascination with the “fabu-
lous wealth of some of the guests.” Upon meeting one guest, Gillespie 
asserted that “this cat’s got enough money to burn a wet mule.”55 On 
a different note, the New York Post shrewdly indicated that in Damas-
cus, Gillespie’s “lady trombonist” was “booed” by a male audience and 
then “fled in panic” because she became startled by the striking cul-
tural differences among Middle Eastern women.56

	 The band also toured Greece, where their success seemed sur-
prising in light of provocative and contentious cultural events that 
had recently taken place. A group of young people had conducted 
anti-American demonstrations and attacked the American Library 
in Athens. Gillespie also encountered substantial competition from 
Russian cultural groups. Stearns commented to the Saturday Review 



50  jazz diplomacy at home and abroad, 1954–1957

that Gillespie, who was keenly aware of the cultural tensions, became 
concerned that Athenians would not welcome the band.57 Yet when 
he performed, youngsters expressed their ardent zeal and apprecia-
tion for his music. Some even “scared” Gillespie when, in admiration, 
they mobbed him and hauled him “over their heads.” They simultane-
ously greeted him with “cheers of Bravo Dizzy.” Variety characterized 
Gillespie’s achievement in Greece as “glorious.” Gillespie asserted that 
“I made it safe out of South Carolina and now I’m going to get it in 
Greece.”58

	 Gillespie also received unfavorable reviews from a reporting officer 
who believed that the artists were not briefed properly about Ameri-
can objectives. To him, they appeared “arrogant” and “insulting.” Most 
important, Soviet competition appeared ominous. The Russian Folk 
Ballet performed at the same time and drew large audiences. The 
USIS did not want to cave in to Soviet pressure by canceling Gillespie’s 
performance—the Soviets might construe such a gesture as “a sign 
of weakness” and exploit it in propaganda. Consequently, Gillespie 
sometimes “played to half empty houses.”59

	 In commenting on what he saw as Gillespie’s waning appeal, the 
PAO claimed that his “dizzy” behavior did not amuse Athenians—the 
musicians once arrived over an hour late to a buffet dinner, he re-
marked.60 Moreover, expressing an elitist view, he believed that the 
more “conservative” and “snobbish Athenians” favored the “high arts” 
like opera and the symphony, not jazz. The elite, he proclaimed, even 
“disparage[d]” jazz’s African American origins. Thus Gillespie did not 
help dispel the notion among more “sophisticated opinion-leaders 
that the United States has no cultural arts which they can appreciate.” 
Accordingly, the reporting officer discouraged jazz for future presen-
tations in Athens and indicated his preference for such presentations 
as Porgy and Bess, a production that had triumphed in Greece de-
spite the tense political atmosphere during its 1955 tour. Overall, he 
expressed the view that Gillespie did not help improve the image of 
American culture and life.61

	 Stearns viewed the band’s visit to Greece in a different light. He 
recalled that even members of the Russian Folk Ballet had a chance 
to hear a Gillespie concert, despite the disapproval of Soviet officials. 
Stearns asserted that the ballet’s spokesperson, who “looked just like 
a movie version of a commissar, chunky, determined and grumpy,” 
wanted to hear more “sentimentality” in Gillespie’s music and eventu-
ally grew enamored of the group. This, he believed, significantly de-
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creased cultural tensions.62 Gillespie also achieved this goal when he 
performed in Cairo and Beirut, according to Stearns.
	 U.S.-Soviet cultural relations became further tested, however, when 
Gillespie helped the United States launch cultural containment into 
Eastern Europe, a region that continually struggled to define its own 
independent culture while under the control of Moscow’s ubiquitous 
authority. Gillespie’s band found an enthusiastic reception in Yugo-
slavia. Yugoslavia’s leader, Marshall Tito, had successfully challenged 
Moscow’s central authority by establishing less oppressive Communist 
rule in the country, and Yugoslavia’s reception of Gillespie reflected its 
increasing cultural autonomy. The Yugoslav jazz federation served as 
the local sponsor for the group.63 Joseph C. Kolarek, PAO to Belgrade, 
described what he saw as Gillespie’s incomparable appeal during his 
performance: “Jazz lovers, diplomats, and gentle white-haired ladies 
alike jostled elbows and squeezed sardine-like into Belgrade’s Kolarac 
Hall on May 9 for the only first-hand contact the Yugoslavia public 
had to date with American jazz . . . the longest musical ear-beating 
in history.”64 Afterward, jazz aficionados felt deeply inspired by the 
concert. Kolarek concluded that Gillespie’s performance had become 
a “triumph for the West”—it extolled “self-expression” as a defining 
facet of American culture. Young and old alike “bounced, clapped, 
whistled, and indulged” as Gillespie “belted . . . a lighter note into the 
drab, serious tone of Communist life.”65

	 Kolarek also believed that Yugoslav officials had become more 
tolerant of American artists because they increasingly exhibited Eu-
ropean musical influences. Though some Yugoslav audiences and 
critics disliked Gillespie’s music, others, including a reporter for Re-
publica, praised the “democratic . . . organization of the orchestra” 
and hailed the image of blacks and whites playing together harmoni-
ously. Gillespie’s black female trombonist especially impressed fans, 
many of whom grew “wild” about her playing. Kolarek, who wanted 
the band to tour again in 1957, believed that Gillespie could help es-
tablish a strong foothold for American jazz in the country. Thus he 
avidly praised Gillespie’s role in promoting cultural containment in 
Yugoslavia and, simultaneously, all of Eastern Europe.66

	 Stearns expressed similar views when he recalled that on one oc-
casion, fans stormed the stage and “serenaded” the musicians. Even a 
local Yugoslav reporter became a new jazz fan, despite official pres-
sure. Likewise, during a discussion following one of Stearns’s lectures 
at the Zagreb Music Conservatory, Yugoslav jazz fans professed that 
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they revered the spirit of protest that American jazz artists embraced. 
Moreover, pianist Quincy Jones made many friends and inspired lo-
cal musicians. While in Abada, Jimmy Powell, Gillespie’s clarinetist, 
extended a gracious goodwill gesture when he gave a reed to a clarinet 
player who “almost cried” after receiving the gift.67

	 Overall, Gillespie’s tour ended with a grand forte, according to 
Stearns.68 Gillespie’s evocative music significantly helped reshape the 
American image and make new friends in the face of ardent Soviet 
competition. Later that year, in the midst of the Soviet invasion of 
Hungary, President Eisenhower expressed appreciation for the United 
States’ more open cultural relationship with Yugoslavia. In a letter to 
Tito, he declared that “our two countries have . . . supported interna-
tional cooperation in an increasingly interdependent world”; more-
over, he proclaimed that although the Soviet Union had denied the 
people’s wishes for greater freedom, “your efforts have consistently 
been in the direction of greater independence for the country.”69

	 Evidently, escalating tensions in Cold War politics had not dimin-
ished the effectiveness of jazz diplomacy. In promoting cultural con-
tainment, Gillespie effectively revealed the softer, more civilized side 
of American life and often buttressed the image of American race re-
lations. Accordingly, the State Department sent the band on a subse-
quent tour to Latin America in the same year, where he jammed with 
musicians in such places as Quito, Ecuador; signed autographs; and 
delighted audiences in such cities as Quayaquil, Ecuador, and Monte-
video, Uruguay.70 Gillespie again helped bring American jazz into new 
international venues. To introduce audiences to his music, the USIS 
even prepared a detailed pamphlet on the band entitled What You 
Should Know About Jazz and Dizzy Gillespie.71

	 After Gillespie’s momentous cultural tours, American officials in-
creasingly sanctioned jazz as an effective weapon in the cultural Cold 
War. One even advocated sending modern bands because the “name” 
guys had already gained popularity, just like the “‘old timers’ of Hol-
lywood” like Clark Gable and Joan Crawford.72 Yet jazz policy contin-
ued to undergo considerable criticism. Many Americans sought “an 
explanation of [the] ‘jazz band’ incident.”73 One businessman claimed, 
“I am one of those who are now becoming definitely alarmed over the 
amount of government spending and the apparent inability of our of-
ficials to control this spending to any degree whatsoever. . . . I refer to 
the article accounted for in the New York Times . . . detailing the cost 
of sending Dizzy Gillespie into Pakistan at the cost of $141,000. . . . I 



jazz diplomacy at home and abroad, 1954–1957   53

cannot help but feel that someone is slipping up on a very important 
job.”74

	 Another member of the business community characterized the 
program as “preposterous.” He believed that it remained “a well 
known fact that the people in foreign countries care nothing for Dizzy 
Gillespie’s band. All they want is American-Dollars. . . . The whole 
program is a deplorable farce.” Disenchanted with the Republicans, 
he retorted that the “last thing South America needs is a Negro jazz 
band,” and “why send one to Africa where they all came from any-
way?”75

	 The uproar continued when, in a letter to a member of the CU, a 
woman stated, “I myself became too angered to express myself ratio-
nally and logically, despite a try at a cooling-off period. . . . I sincerely 
hope that if the State Department has . . . again planned on sending 
jazz groups abroad, it will soon reverse its decision.”76

	 In their replies to such inquiries, such cultural officials as Maurice 
S. Rice, deputy chief of the Public Services Division, ardently justified 
jazz tours, pointing to the “positive response of the public abroad to 
this aspect of American culture.” He believed that jazz “contributed 
effectively to the development of cultural exchange with other peo-
ples.”77 John P. Meagher, chief of the Public Services Division, similarly 
argued that jazz music had resulted in “large dividends . . . in the form 
of new understanding of the variety and quality of” cultural life in the 
United States.78 American officials further justified jazz diplomacy by 
declaring that the State Department regarded Gillespie as an “effec-
tive demonstration of the creativity and vitality of” American life.79 
Likewise, Marshall Stearns, also instrumental in institutionalizing 
jazz diplomacy, underscored the tour’s significant impact by charac-
terizing it as a “sparkling new idea in the jazz world which worked out 
famously.”80 On another occasion he observed that jazz represented 
the fun, spontaneous, “generous side of American life.”81 Upon return-
ing to the United States, Gillespie’s band played at the White House, 
where President Eisenhower bestowed honorary plaques on all of the 
musicians. During the ceremony, Gillespie was immersed in a con-
versation with Senator Hubert Humphrey when the president called 
him to the stage to accept his award. Eisenhower shouted “Dizzy . . . 
Gillespie. Dizzy, Dizzy.” Gillespie turned to the stage and said casually, 
“Right over here, Pops.”82

	 Not surprisingly, as the race question persisted, the tours height-
ened Gillespie’s desire to end segregation. Having just returned from 
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an official mission to “offset reports of racial prejudice in the United 
States,” Gillespie became determined to “fight against racial prejudice 
and end all those reports” circulating around the world.83

	 Amid this controversy, the State Department had reportedly ap-
proved Armstrong for a tour to Latin America in mid-1956, which it 
eventually canceled because the CU could not agree on a fee for the 
band.84 Armstrong traveled privately to Latin America and Ghana be-
fore it had gained its independence. Variety praised Armstrong when 
it reported: “our loudest B sharp to you, Ambassador Armstrong”; and 
it enthusiastically characterized him as an appealing alternative to the 
“commie squares.”85 The Columbia Broadcasting Company (CBS) spent 
$25,000 to sponsor Armstrong in Accra, where, “from the moment he 
walked on down the plane steps, the Gold Coast gleamed with 22-car-
at jive.” Though some fans had “roughed him up” out of excitement, 
Armstrong kept his composure. He even inspired an elderly woman 
at Achimota College to dance to such tunes as “Royal Garden Blues.”86 
Moreover, while Ghanaian high-life bands celebrated his visit, he also 
met with Kwame Nkrumah, whom he “promised . . . so faithfully that 
[he’d] return there for the big moments [independence] which lasts 
for about a week.”87 The New York Times characterized Armstrong as 
“a cool, sweet note in the diplomatic hot war.” Armstrong, who was 
interviewed by Edward R. Murrow while in Africa, had returned to 
the land “where the blues and the colored people had their first awak-
ening.”88

	 Despite Ghana’s ardent expressions of African nationalism, Wilson 
C. Flake, ambassador to Ghana, downplayed the factor of race dur-
ing Armstrong’s visit. He later argued that Armstrong’s group made 
a smashing impact because the group represented exemplary “Ameri-
cans in their particular field,” not because the musicians were black 
or had African origins. He argued that Ghanaians appreciated Arm-
strong in the same way that they admired the Westminster Singers—
“a white group”—because they exhibited “outstanding” artistic talent. 
He summed up by remarking, “Let’s forget color and let the chips fall 
where they may.”89 Such keen disagreements regarding race and the 
American image echoed the growing ideological tensions between 
blacks and whites in American society, among CU officials, and in the 
jazz world.90

	 Bandleader Benny Goodman also toured for the United States in 
the late 1950s. He helped bolster the American image in Asia, where 
the United States waged the cultural Cold War before its far-reaching 
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military involvement in Vietnam in the 1960s. A region dominated by 
French influence and wrought with political turmoil, Southeast Asia 
most notably remained a hotbed of the Cold War as Communists at-
tempted to come to power in the region. Some officials contended 
that Goodman’s indispensable tour advanced cultural containment 
because it helped impart American cultural values to Asian peoples. 
Similarly, audiences learned that the United States was a nation with 
more than just “fancy cars.”91 Like Gillespie, the fact that Goodman 
played with an integrated band increased the band’s symbolic appeal. 
Goodman recalled that observers and the press often asked him about 
the progress of civil rights and America’s racial dilemma.92

	 Goodman’s 1930s style swing orchestra toured Southeast Asia just 
as the offshore island crisis in Quemoy and Matsuo strained relations 
between the United States and the People’s Republic of China—Eisen-
hower considered using nuclear weapons to eliminate the Communist 
threat in the region. During Goodman’s six-week tour, which began 
late in 1956, the band performed in such places as Bangkok, Indone-
sia, Malaya, the Philippines, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, 
South Vietnam, Burma, and Cambodia.93 In Phnom Penh, Cambo-
dia, the PAO recommended that the United States participate in an 
American cultural festival and urged contact with those Cambodians 
who sympathized with American cultural objectives. He recalled that 
Goodman

was staged in front of the Royal Palace before a seated audience of about 
1,500 invited and uninvited Cambodian guests plus what should have been 
a howling mob of 25,000 jazz-mad Kmers. Again, the music was compli-
cated, but the melody lingered on, and it is safe to assume that the King of 
Swing . . . reached the hearts, if not the vocal chords, of his audience. A pri-
vate party immediately following the public concert was also well-attended 
by some 200 high-ranking Cambodians, including the King and Queen, 
who appeared to enjoy Mr. Goodman’s music immensely.94

The PAO coolly lamented the fact that the prince of Cambodia “pre-
ferred to sulk in his tent” rather than attend a jam session with the 
band. Eventually, however, Goodman played a concert for the prince, 
and overall, Goodman demonstrated his immense personal and mu-
sical appeal.95 The reporting officer hoped that the Cambodian elite 
would continue to endorse American cultural objectives.
	 Because of logistical problems, Goodman’s band did not achieve as 
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much success in South Korea, according to the PAO. Likewise, in To-
kyo, an official called Goodman’s scheduled appearance a “fiasco” that 
“still rankles”—the embassy had to cancel Goodman’s performance 
due to the band’s unscheduled stop in Taipei.96

	 Nonetheless, the New York Times ardently praised Goodman’s tour 
overall, asserting that in Thailand, where Goodman performed at the 
International Trade Fair, the band bolstered U.S.-Thai relations more 
than any other cultural exchange previously had. Goodman decidedly 
broke down cultural barriers, especially when the band performed in 
the palace of King Phumphol Adulet, who loved the music so much 
that he asked the musicians to play four jam sessions. The band also 
performed in the homes of Thai musicians and fans and displayed an 
“uninhibited and unaffected appreciation of every kindness shown 
them.” Simultaneously, the group revealed a love for Thailand’s “gaudy 
wonders.” Their performance of Thai songs elated audiences. As they 
visited clubs and dance halls, “bonds of sympathy and understanding” 
emerged. Some band members enthusiastically learned to write their 
names in Thai.97 Likewise, Variety reported that during Goodman’s 
“Swing-Ding” in Singapore, though he played during a Singapore holi-
day, audiences deeply appreciated his music. Thirty-five hundred fans 
shouted for Goodman’s jazz during his concerts, and his music capti-
vated local musicians. Even clubs in Singapore hosted jam sessions for 
the group.98

	 Goodman’s tour helped cement his status as a Cold War cultural 
ambassador and a symbol of American exuberance. Like Gillespie, his 
band created new audiences for jazz and established important cul-
tural contacts in volatile Cold War regions. Goodman often softened 
the image of American culture among Southeast Asian peoples. After 
returning to the United States, Goodman attempted to secure an of-
ficial invitation to tour the Soviet Union. Toward this end, he invited 
Soviet composer Dimitry Shostakovich and Soviet official Tikhon 
Khrennikov to a concert at Basin Street East in New York City. He also 
met Utrech Utysov, a noted Soviet advocate of jazz.99 It was not until 
the early 1960s, however, that Goodman successfully brought his cel-
ebrated style of jazz to the Slavic land where his parents were born.
	 In 1957, as Cold War crises enveloped the world, U.S.-Soviet Cold 
War competition in Africa significantly intensified, and the context of 
the Cold War in Africa dramatically shifted. West Africa in particular 
became a focal point when it experienced rapid political, social, eco-
nomic, and cultural changes.100 After a series of political maneuvers, 
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the British accepted Ghana’s motion for independence, and Ghana 
gained its long-awaited independence in March 1957. Kwame Nkru-
mah was inaugurated as the prime minister of Ghana and became 
the first African leader to bring his country to independence in the 
postwar era.101 In the wake of this movement, the State Department 
increasingly recognized Nkrumah’s enigmatic appeal. He declared a 
policy of neutrality in the Cold War and became the most powerful 
leader on the African continent.102

	 In an effort to secure the allegiance of Ghana and other African na-
tions, the United States sponsored Wilbur De Paris’s New Orleans Jazz 
Band, an all-black group, for an African tour. Many African American 
jazz musicians proclaimed cultural affinity with Africa and fervently 
expressed this sentiment in their music.103 Yet cultural tensions es-
calated when, in Algeria, political and domestic turmoil arising be-
cause of the Algerian civil war forced De Paris to cancel his appear-
ance.104 Regarding the crisis, Eisenhower wrote in his diary that “he . . . 
hope[d] that the United States could find some way to mediate in that 
useless struggle.”105 Moreover, in Southern Rhodesia, the American 
consul, who focused on attempts to improve multiracial cooperation, 
preferred an “occasional Negro artist of the virtuosity and personal-
ity of” William Warfield to help dispel prevalent cultural and social 
prejudices.106

	 De Paris also visited the French and Belgian regions of the Congo—
Brazzaville and Léopoldville (Kinshasa), respectively; he likewise per-
formed in Elisabethville (Lubumbashi).107 When the band traveled to 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, John Anderson Naunda, a member of the 
city’s Jazz Club Federation, underscored that jazz deeply influenced 
images of race and democracy, maintaining that African jazz musi-
cians sought to emulate American jazz performers. In an adulatory 
letter to the American consul, he extolled the links between jazz and 
liberty, and between black culture and black nationalism. He stated 
that “Africans felt it a unique opportunity of being honored by the visit 
of such a band, and that our faith and trust in the U.S.A. Government 
is [sic] very great. . . . We also believe that in spite of the present state of 
world affairs, the United States Government will always display to all 
other nations that she is the true Champion of Liberty and the greatest 
Benefactor to all underdeveloped peoples all over the world.”108

	 Overall, American officials praised De Paris and extolled the ef-
ficacy of jazz as an instrument of global containment. Reflecting upon 
the enthusiasm De Paris engendered, Cushman C. Reynolds, the PAO, 
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asserted that for “Americans, at least, it was a little unreal—however 
delightful—to sit out of doors in the starlit African night and hear 
a high-caliber live orchestra play the Saint Louis Blues. And it was 
heartwarming to see a man of Mr. De Paris’ personal caliber in ac-
tion. He had the crowd with him even when he refused a request to 
play ‘rock n’ roll’ (‘Bobby sox stuff,’ he said) . . . fast.”109 When De Paris 
visited the Sudan and Tunis, the ambassador remarked that his band 
became one of the top American performers to appear—De Paris be-
came a hit with Sudanese jazz fans, especially the students. This oc-
curred not only because of the musicians’ “splendid” performances 
but also because of their personal appeal—they candidly discussed 
American racial problems. From beginning to end, the audiences “got 
with it” until they heard “the final growl of Mr. De Paris’ trombone.”110 
Such leaders as the minister of agriculture attended the concert, along 
with members of the business community. Additionally, De Paris gave 
an interview with the USIS for Tunis radio and socialized with French 
and Tunisian cultural groups. The Tunisian press and the PAO all em-
braced De Paris’s music.
	 An official in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, similarly believed that De 
Paris helped improve the American image in that country. De Paris’s 
performances at the Haile Selassie Theater, his charity jam session, 
and the benefit for an Ethiopian children’s center appeared “highly” 
effective. This resulted in part from jazz’s popularity in Ethiopia, as 
well as from favorable publicity and “the close cooperation given the 
Embassy by private, municipal, and military musical groups.”111 Curi-
osity about the race question also sparked interesting conversations. 
The group reportedly impressed an Ethiopian body guard who amus-
ingly expressed profound surprise when he learned that blacks in the 
United States could buy “material possessions”—they bought their 
own houses and cars, he mused.112

	 As De Paris continued his tour through Casablanca and East Af-
rica, according to a reporting officer, he continually attempted to rein-
vent his music in an effort to echo modern times while staying true to 
the traditions of New Orleans jazz. De Paris believed that musical “in-
terpretation must come from the heart.”113 Significantly, however, the 
American consul in Nairobi believed that the race question sometimes 
undermined the effectiveness of cultural containment and led to em-
barrassing incidents. First, De Paris had to turn down performing in a 
local segregated nightclub “because of the implied support of segrega-
tion that would have been involved.”114 He also refused an appearance 
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for the European Hospital Fund. The band not only had a previous 
engagement but also would have performed and helped “raise money 
for a building to which they would not be admitted.” Ultimately, De 
Paris’s tour became a powerful portrait of black American cultural 
achievement that momentarily obscured racial conflicts.115 The tour 
also reflected U.S. efforts to foster cultural contacts with the British 
in Africa by emphasizing “multi-racialism.”116 In Nigeria, still under 
British rule, an official had urged working toward common goals, ulti-
mately hoping to promote the “assimilation of Americana.”117

	 On the home front, the tours of Gillespie, Goodman, and De Paris 
ignited passions in some musicians that reflected their aversion to 
the American mainstream and provoked yet one more “battle” about 
the place of jazz in the Cold War world.118 Such battles gave rise to 
disputes that complicated American efforts to use jazz as an instru-
ment of global containment. The CU regarded many of the new musi-
cal styles in the 1950s and 1960s as turbulent and subversive and did 
not include them in cultural tours. Reflecting the tensions between 
culture and ideology that persisted at the height of the Cold War, for 
the CU, it had become too perilous for the United States to endorse 
subversive or radical art forms in an era in which subversive and radi-
cal activities were characterized as un-American.
	 Additionally, the United States strove to endorse the status quo; 
as it sought to promote the message of integration, it did not seek to 
encourage radicalism through its cultural programs, especially when 
sponsoring activities in tumultuous Cold War arenas. Mainstream 
styles of jazz, not the jazz avant-garde, safely represented democratic 
ideals and the dynamism of American cultural traditions and, most 
important, the move toward integration and racial harmony in Ameri-
can society that was mocked in Soviet propaganda. Thus jazz diplo-
macy challenged jazz musicians to accept the responsibility to be ex-
emplars of their art and simultaneously embrace America’s Cold War 
aims through their music. Such dynamics sometimes became a source 
of contention for American policy makers, who shaped the political 
statement jazz artists sought to make when confronting the American 
image abroad. The musicians took part in cultural tours because they 
had confidence in jazz’s ability to cultivate feelings of solidarity with 
peoples outside of Europe while presenting a more democratic view 
of American life. They did not endorse the idea that their activities 
as cultural ambassadors had simply become one more facet of West-
ern imperial domination. Instead, they believed that by becoming 
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involved in exchanges, they provided an “alternative to it.”119 In sub-
sequent years, Glenn G. Wolfe, director of the CPP staff, proclaimed 
that jazz was “certainly no substitute for the great symphonies, and . . . 
must be kept in its own context.”120

	 Aware of such controversies, Robert G. Hill, assistant secretary for 
cultural relations, defended jazz as the country’s unique contribution 
to world culture and declared that it helped create a “truly representa-
tive” panorama of American music while illuminating the country’s 
“exuberant, pioneering spirit.”121 The appropriation of jazz in the late 
1950s buttressed the policy of cultural containment by capitalizing on 
jazz’s worldwide appeal, by responding to the international demand 
for black cultural products, and by encouraging racially integrated 
cultural contacts in Communist regions.
	 Jazz diplomacy thereafter heightened an appreciation of the multi-
layered cultural nuances of American life. In this new era of the Cold 
War, many embraced jazz for its aesthetic appeal as it helped improve 
the image of America’s racial dilemma in new global arenas. It simul-
taneously reinforced the notion of American exceptionalism as the 
Soviets intensified their global cultural offensive. Amid Cold War dis-
putes, African American musicians struggled for cultural autonomy, 
and jazz music at home and abroad became saturated with the ethos 
of the times. Jazz musicians challenged America to embrace the ideal 
of black equality as jazz emerged as a uniquely American expression 
of the vitality and contradictions of American democracy. The mu-
sic waxed powerful and provocative and was also recognized for its 
energy and vitality among youth worldwide—especially in the Soviet 
Union, where the youth were hungry to share in the cultural idealism 
of the jazz musicians from the Western world. Jazz helped impel the 
ideological disunity that increasingly came to characterize Cold War 
cultures worldwide. It crossed over color lines, class lines, and lines of 
taste and morality. It tested the limits of American freedom and chal-
lenged whites’ tolerance for African American musical ideals.
	 As they traveled abroad, jazz ambassadors represented the frayed 
soul of a divided people—and a divided nation—in a rapidly changing 
Cold War world. They provided spiritual inspiration to peoples and 
nations that sought to affirm their identities as citizens of the world 
and embrace political causes through their music. The musicians’ 
achievement echoed the sentiments of such musicians as Miles Davis, 
who declared that “if you put a musician in a place where he has to do 
something different from what he does all the time, then he can do 
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that. . . . I’ve always told the musicians in my band to play what they 
know and then play above that. . . . [T]hat’s where great art and music 
happens.”122



Chapter 3
Jazz Means Freedom, 1957–1960

To play such music, to make so many people happy for so many years, is [a] 
far, far better thing than . . . to command armies, [or] lead nations.
	 —Ralph Gleason, 1958

Just months after Wilbur De Paris’s historic tour to Africa, the school 
desegregation crisis in Little Rock, Arkansas, set off a chain of events 
at home and abroad that dramatically altered the course of jazz di-
plomacy: from 1957 to 1960 jazz policy makers became reluctant to 
sponsor black jazz musicians in cultural tours and questioned the effi-
cacy of using black jazz in cultural policy. In the view of the Bureau of 
Educational and Cultural Affairs (CU), the use of black jazz musicians 
might heighten attention on America’s racial problems. Contrarily, 
conservative, mainstream white jazz bands would offset controversies 
about race and help avoid a common exposé associated with jazz and 
Little Rock—“regime propaganda linking jazz to” the subjugation of 
blacks in the United States.1 The activities of expatriates and free jazz 
performers added to the perceived chaos the United States sought 
to quell. In this vein, Little Rock signified a critical turning point in 
America’s rhetorical approach to Cold War cultural relations. It was 
not until the independence of French West Africa in 1960 that the CU 
again began to sponsor a majority of all-black and racially integrated 
groups in its jazz tours.
	 The Little Rock crisis played out when Arkansas governor Orval 
Faubus defied a federal court order and refused to integrate Central 
High School. President Dwight D. Eisenhower sent federal troops, as 
well as the National Guard, to the town to try to protect the black 
students who were integrating the school. Violence and rioting ensued 
as the federal troops escorted a group of nine black children into the 
school. The Little Rock Nine came to symbolize America’s paradoxi-
cal racial image in the Cold War era: they underscored that the leader 
of the free world was committed to democracy only in theory, rather 
than in actual practices.2 In the words of Thomas C. Holt, Little Rock 
exemplified how blacks worldwide remained “anchored in a past time, 
but always looking to a future time.”3 To add to the fervor, in Octo-
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ber 1957 the Soviet Union launched Sputnik, the world’s first satellite. 
Symbolically, this represented a Russian triumph and an American 
defeat in the race for space.4
	 As Little Rock and Sputnik reshaped the global context of cultural 
containment, the Soviets intensified anti-American propaganda cam-
paigns and emerged as the most vocal critic of the incident in Arkan-
sas. Eisenhower became deeply concerned that Little Rock imperiled 
“national security” especially because America’s adversaries world-
wide celebrated the country’s embarrassment.5 Historian Cary Fraser 
argues that Little Rock caused the United States to shift its policies 
and practices with “colored nations.” As the United States sought to 
counter its image as a “bastion of white supremacy,” it saturated the 
world with black cultural products, launching a steadfast effort to 
contain the international censure arising from the event.6
	 In the fallout after Little Rock, debates about race, culture, and the 
ethos of jazz inescapably proceeded unabated in America. As this crit-
ical link between ideology and culture emerged in the CU’s jazz policy, 
Ellington remembered that

when you think of the lost time and effort President Eisenhower spent try-
ing to settle the Little Rock situation, in fact the time being lost all over the 
South as well as places in the North over the school desegregation ordered 
by the Supreme Court in 1954, you’ll get the idea of how and why the Rus-
sians may be having breakfast on the moon by the time you read this. It 
seems to me that the problem of America’s inability so far to go ahead of or 
at least keep abreast of Russia in the race for space can be traced directly to 
this racial problem.7

Similarly, such musicians as Charles Mingus ridiculed Faubus in a 
recording “Foibles of Faubus,” his music becoming an overt “satiric” 
“parody” that embraced an expression of defiance and self-assertion 
against southern racism.8
	 The most explosive controversy surrounding Little Rock arose when 
Louis Armstrong decisively canceled an official State Department tour 
to the Soviet Union. In a provocative article, a reporter declared that 
the lessening of international tensions boded well for an Armstrong 
tour to the Soviet Union—but the Little Rock crisis changed that.9 
Little Rock impelled Armstrong to divulge one of the most fervent 
expressions of America’s racial paradox during the Cold War. On Sep-
tember 19 the New York Times reported that in Grand Forks, North 
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Dakota, “Louis Armstrong, Barring Soviet Tour, Denounces Eisen-
hower and Gov. Faubus.” Armstrong asserted that “the way they treat 
my people in the South, the government can go to hell.” Moreover, 
he reportedly remarked that “it’s getting so bad a colored man hasn’t 
got any country.” Armstrong, “a voice long quiet in world affairs,” had 
“unloaded a verbal blast echoed virtually around the world.” He even 
called President Eisenhower “two-faced” and claimed that Eisenhower 
was an “uneducated plow boy” who “let Faubus ‘run the country.’”10

	 Armstrong subsequently remarked to the Pittsburgh Courier that

I wouldn’t take back a thing I’ve said. I’ve had a beautiful life over 40 years 
in music, but I feel the downtrodden situation the same as any other Ne-
gro. My parents and family suffered through all of that old South. . . . My 
people . . . are not looking for anything . . . we just want a square shake. But 
when I see on television and read about a crowd spitting on and cursing at 
a little colored girl . . . I think I have a right to get sore and say something 
about it.11

American officials inordinately worried about the propaganda value 
that the “Reds” might derive from Armstrong’s “verbal blast.”12 One 
reporter commented that “Satchmo’s Words Rocked [the] State Dept.” 
and caused a “political earthquake.”13 Similarly, an official denounced 
Armstrong’s “insult to beloved President Eisenhower” and adamantly 
discouraged State Department funding. Another professed that “as an 
American,” he protested “most vigorously anyone who has made such 
a statement as ‘the government can go to hell’ being sponsored by any 
branch of our government.”14

	 The public reaction to Armstrong’s “blast” grew equally controver-
sial. The Gazette and Daily pointed out that “Negro Entertainers Back 
Up Armstrong’s Action in Cancelling Trip.”15 Yet while some of Arm-
strong’s friends supported him, others, including the popular enter-
tainer Sammy Davis Jr., vehemently criticized his provocative candor.16 
In a letter to the State Department, an individual called Armstrong a 
“sacred cow” and declared that he objected to his tour, “not because 
I think his music is drivel, which it is, but I certainly can’t see how” 
a musician who makes such a remark about the government “can be 
any sort of an effective salesman for it.”17 Others expressed the opinion 
that Armstrong’s comments “disqualified” him as a goodwill ambassa-
dor.18 The Miami Herald likewise reported that Armstrong’s remarks 
“destroyed his ‘good will’ usefulness behind the Iron Curtain.”19
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	 The controversy arising from Armstrong’s “blast” simultaneously 
revealed that profoundly entrenched nineteenth-century ideas of 
white racial superiority remained deeply ingrained in the American 
cultural landscape. In a trenchant letter to the State Department, a 
woman proclaimed that Armstrong should be thankful “every day” 
that “he isn’t still in slavery. I believe in equal but separate rights.” The 
taxpayers, she professed, did not “give a hoot what any country thinks 
of our way of life.” She did not believe that race and integration re-
mained significant amid the “facts of international life.” In her ardent 
protests, she also exclaimed that

the very idea of the heads of this government being so very stupid . . . surely 
there must be something wrong.
	 Aren’t they aware this country was given to Christian people, the Ang-
lo-Saxon race, not the negro race, even tho you politicians have about sold 
it out for the Negro vote.
	 The very idea of the tax payer money being given to a negro, one of a 
heathen race of people, to represent our nation to a Communist Country 
which has only one aim, that is to destroy this race, Anglo-Saxon. A proph-
etess has spoken. . . . The saddest story ever told.20

	 Notably, those who defended Armstrong included American jazz 
critic Ralph Gleason. Gleason firmly denounced Armstrong’s critics 
and praised his ability to stand up and talk back to the president. He 
simultaneously expressed the opinion that the verbal dispute reflected 
the resilience of American democracy: he believed that Armstrong ex-
perienced no significant reprisals after making his cacophonous com-
ments. In Gleason’s view, Armstrong had taken jazz, the “legacy of the 
Negro race, and had given it to the world.”21

	 Significantly, after Eisenhower sent federal troops to Little Rock to 
resolve the crisis, Armstrong had a change of heart. The New York 
Times reported that “Eisenhower’s Action [Is] Lauded by Satchmo.”22 
In a telegram to President Eisenhower, Armstrong exposed his politi-
cally savvy approach to race and culture and revealed that he remained 
an astute observer of social affairs. He proclaimed: “Dady if and when 
you decide to take those little Negro children personally into Central 
High School along with your marvelous troops please take me along. 
O God it would be such a great pleasure I assure you. My regard to 
brother [Attorney General Herb] Brownell and may God bless you 
President. You have a good heart.”23
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	 Armstrong later told Variety that he extolled jazz’s international 
appeal and its potential to “lessen world tensions,” especially in the 
context of U.S.-Soviet relations. He professed that “everywhere I have 
gone in the world, I have been well received and understood.” He even 
recognized that Russian musicians had a love for jazz—for while per-
forming in West Germany, Armstrong had met Russian musicians 
who had “slipped over the iron curtain.” Armstrong then insisted that 
he supported the idea of touring the Soviet Union, proclaiming that 
when “you sit down to play jazz, to blow with Satchmo, there is no 
enmity. One man rule has no influence in such a background.”24

	 Amid the fervor, an American businessman voiced his surprise at 
how Armstrong “changed his tune” after Eisenhower sent troops to 
Little Rock. He asserted, “I can visualize the contempt which even 
colored races must feel for a Government which would send such a 
man out as a representative of the American people. It would smack of 
boot-lickin’, and meet with a well deserved sneer.” He avidly professed 
that Armstrong was “no longer the disciple abroad of unity and the 
opportunities for advancement, whatever the color of a man’s skin”; 
he then sharply derided Armstrong as an “instrument for those who 
would destroy” the United States.25

	 As controversies ensued, U.S. officials sought to effectively imple-
ment cultural containment without relinquishing broader Cold War 
interests. They deeply feared potential alliances of powerful African 
and Asian states with the Soviet Union. Seeking to reach prominent 
sectors of these societies, especially in such politically important coun-
tries as Ghana and Vietnam, officials debated the propaganda value 
of sponsoring black cultural figures.26 An American official in Turkey 
requested such artists as William Warfield, who was “good for propa-
ganda purposes” because he was an accomplished African American 
performer.27 The secretary of state received a pressing request from an 
official in the Middle East in September 1957. It suggested that in such 
regions as India and Africa, the United States immediately should 
counter the effects of Little Rock by printing an Associated Press wire-
photo in newspapers that depicted “Vice President Nixon presenting 
the winner’s trophy to Miss Althea Gibson, the first Negress ever to 
win the National Women’s Tennis Championship.”28 Most notably, the 
CU sponsored world-renowned opera singer Marian Anderson on a 
tour to Asia in 1957. Because she performed an art form derived from 
Europe, she presented African Americans as a vibrant component of 
American and international life, showcased the exuberance of Ameri-
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can culture, and helped redress the American dilemma without the 
racial stigmas and implications of jazz.
	 Anderson became a highly appealing U.S. cultural ambassador 
despite expressing initial reluctance to the tour because of the race 
problem. When she performed in Seoul, Korea, the reporting officer 
characterized her visit as “the most important cultural exchange event 
of the year.” During a dinner, she talked with many prominent Korean 
musicians, and young Korean women looked up to her as a “respected 
leader.” The official also believed that she had acquired “a reputation 
and social standing which very few people could emulate.” When she 
responded to questions about American race relations, according to 
an official report, the “colored lady who sang a song at the inaugura-
tion of the President of the United States” expressed her deep hope 
that the U.S. race problem would be “cured.”29

	 Anderson also impressed the king of Bangkok as she launched “the 
most memorable cultural event in Thailand since the war.” Mesmer-
ized by her great “artistic and dramatic abilities,” the king allowed 
her to shake his hand in public, a gesture that was contrary to Thai 
custom. Additionally, when a young Thai girl wrote an essay that ap-
peared in Thailand’s Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) 
bulletin, she praised Anderson effusively. The youngster especially ex-
pressed her appreciation for black American spirituals that, to her, 
keenly elucidated the idea of black oppression. Such songs “made her 
heart which was sad for her people to feel better.” The young girl also 
commended Abraham Lincoln.30

	 Anderson’s visit likewise symbolized the unshackling of racial bar-
riers in Rangoon, where the embassy indicated that her performance 
“afforded a number of Burmese leaders (many perhaps for the first 
time) an opportunity to meet a truly outstanding American Negro. 
Her simplicity, sincerity and spirituality, traits of character highly es-
teemed among the Burmese, won an immediate and appreciative re-
sponse. . . . [She represented] opportunities afforded by a democratic 
society.”31

	 The singer met with continued success in Saigon, according to 
Thomas D. Bowie, counselor of embassy for political affairs, as Cold 
War tensions escalated further.32 In North Vietnam, under the leader-
ship of Ho Chi Minh, Communist nationalists had begun their quest 
for control of the North and the South. After the North Vietnamese 
Communists defeated the French at Dienbienphu in 1954, the Eisen-
hower administration increasingly sent military advisers and econom-
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ic aid to South Vietnam. With U.S. support, Ngo Dinh Diem became 
the leader of the South and ruled until he was assassinated in 1963.33 
These events foreshadowed the political and social conflicts in Viet-
nam that perilously eclipsed other Cold War rivalries in the 1960s.
	 Anderson’s broadcast on Radio Saigon’s Voice of Vietnam became 
the “first exception to the rule that no American singer of any sort 
should be heard on that channel.”34 She also visited a refugee camp and 
gave a concert at a motion picture house—Majestic Theatre—where 
audiences were mostly European and American. Equally important, 
Anderson met with President Ngo Dinh Diem. Afterward, Bowie 
claimed that the “benefits from Miss Anderson’s tour . . . went far be-
yond merely the cultural performances in the theatre; the Anderson 
personality and the charm of the entire party were felt wherever they 
appeared, whether it was at a diplomatic reception or at a refugee 
camp, and they presented their side of America in the best imaginable 
way.”35

	 In Madras, Anderson’s performance equally improved the Ameri-
can image, according to the American consul. Again, her personal im-
pact proved indispensable. She became more honored than any Amer-
ican artist that year, he professed.36 One of the most effusive reviews 
of her visit appeared in the Hindu in November 1957. Describing her 
in glowing terms, the newspaper extolled her middle-class upbringing 
in Philadelphia as well as her great achievements overcoming racial 
obstacles. It declared that she “has had to beat down prejudices arising 
out of colour, class and sex.” The article also highlighted her courage in 
dealing with the incident in 1939 at Constitution Hall—the Daughters 
of the American Revolution, a conservative women’s group, had pre-
vented her from performing because she was black.37

	 In Manila, an official professed that “she loom[ed] much larger than 
the ordeal of Little Rock, which after all, will pass, whereas Marian 
Anderson is of all time.”38 The Philippines Herald likewise praised her 
for her “personal merit and character,” which prevailed over “all bar-
riers, even those of racial prejudice.”39 Similarly, the Manila Chronicle 
observed that the United States “is not all jukebox” and that present-
ing “Miss Anderson and her voice to our part of the world is making 
up for Orval Faubus. He is barbarian and . . . a rustic disgrace, because 
the real America, as well as the rest of the good world, hails Marian 
Anderson.”40 Likewise, Manilans exalted Anderson when presenting 
a bust to her at the All Nations Women’s Group Tea. She received 
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praise for showing American “good-will and the spirit of brother-
hood,” something to which Manilans declared they also aspired.41

	 After Anderson’s tour, a movie about her travels, The Lady from 
Philadelphia, was made for Edward R. Murrow’s See It Now program, 
which appeared on CBS television. Many applauded the film, lauding 
Anderson for building “bonds of fraternity” and “binding peoples of 
the world regardless of color and customs.” Her popularity soared.42 
The Saturday Review described her tour in glowing terms. It emphati-
cally proclaimed that Anderson, as depicted in The Lady from Phila-
delphia, vividly epitomized American ideals in the context of anti-
Communism: she conveyed the idea that “formerly slaves to white 
masters from the West” were now their “own masters free to choose 
between the Communists and us.” The movie professed that slavery 
and a “poverty of spiritual values” would result if newly independent 
countries chose Communism over American industry and culture. 
Anderson epitomized the promise of the nation through her stunning 
“sense of song” and her impassioned artistry. She symbolized the po-
tential of Western civilization to triumph over Soviet foes—her tour 
was a “propaganda triumph.”43

	 Another propaganda triumph that helped generate praise for black 
artists was the tour of the Florida A&M University Players to Africa 
in 1958. As the African continent moved toward independence, the 
group played in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, where, according to Stephen 
W. Baldanza, Public Affairs Officer (PAO), Haile Selassie, the leader of 
Ethiopia, “expressed his pleasure at seeing ‘Afro-Americans’ in such a 
large number at one time.” He observed that Selassie generally exhib-
ited a feeling of “affinity” toward African Americans who visited the 
continent.44

	 Burt F. McKee Jr., PAO to Cairo, likewise commended the group 
when he boldly asserted that “the greatest impact made by the group 
was on a person-to-person basis rather than on a cultural one. Wher-
ever they went, they were recognized as American Negroes and were 
greeted with cries of ‘welcome.’ This was not only true of the ‘Musky’ 
(market place) . . . but also when the group walked through the streets 
of Cairo.”45

	 McKee also declared that a young black man working on the Afro-
Asian youth conference remained eager to converse with the group 
and to learn more about American life.46 Likewise, the Florida A&M 
University Players were “mobbed” at Cairo University; and in Ghana, 
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Henry A. Dunlap, PAO, asserted that “there can be no question but 
that the appearance of the Players in Ghana had a net effect favorable 
to the United States,” not only culturally but also socially.47

	 These historic tours, however, did not help dispel the paradox of 
race, which resonated loudly on the world stage. Wilson C. Flake, am-
bassador to Ghana, put forth the view that the American policy of 
sending blacks to perform in cultural presentations might have back-
fired. He discouraged sending black artists to the region, arguing that 
“mediocre” black performers could do a disservice to the program. He 
contended that

Ghanaians . . . like to see Americans who really have something to offer, 
regardless of ethnic origin. In fact, there is an ever-present danger that the 
Ghanaians may think that we tend to discriminate against them in a sense 
by sending a number of persons from one ethnic group out of all propor-
tion to the population ratio in the United States. Even some thoughtful 
American Negroes who have visited here have expressed to me some con-
cern about the emphasis on racial factors when we are choosing Americans 
to come here for cultural presentations. Some of them have felt, and I most 
certainly agree, that we are doing the American Negro himself a disservice 
when we send mediocre Negroes here for cultural presentations.48

	 Likewise, in April 1958 Cushman C. Reynolds, PAO to Khartoum, 
declared that

it is a well known fact here that the United States has a racial problem as 
does the Sudan. The lamentable incidents at Little Rock certainly did much 
to focus world attention on this problem and resurrect widespread con-
demnation of the treatment of the Negro in the United States. It is well to 
show other people in every way possible that we are at least trying by leg-
islation, if not by other means, to remedy the evils of racial discrimination. 
But it would seem that by over stressing our earnest endeavors to proclaim 
that we have goodwill to all men, we may be drawing too much attention to 
the fact and thus defeating our purpose. . . . We are not fooling anyone here 
in Khartoum by so far selecting only Negro artists to come to the Sudan.49

Thus Reynolds, like Flake, claimed that overemphasizing the factor of 
race could undermine the goals of cultural containment. He further 
asserted that “in fact, it would seem to stress to the people here that 
they are of a different color, and will undoubtedly bring forth some 
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rather caustic remarks from Sudanese friends.” Reynolds urged that 
the United States send white performers to Africa in order to present 
“balance” in the cultural program and to represent the United States 
more “correctly.”50

	 The shift in emphasis on black musicians who performed art forms 
other than jazz also resulted in part from the need to offset the impact 
of black expatriates abroad. The CU recognized that expatriates sig-
nificantly contributed to the country’s waning international image and 
thereby attempted to restrict their international activities. The para-
doxical complexity of the cultural forces shaping the policy of cultural 
containment expanded in many venues. In Latin America, Josephine 
Baker, who had become a citizen of France, openly criticized the race 
problem, and in the early 1950s the State Department convinced gov-
ernments in the region to ban her performances.51 Additionally, the 
American embassy in Paris emphatically denied her request for a con-
ference with President Eisenhower, predicting that such a meeting 
could only have a detrimental effect. When the embassy informed her 
of its decision, it reiterated that “her past record of abusive statements 
toward the United States would seem to more than outweigh any pos-
sible statement she might make.”52

	 At home, expatriates like W. E. B. DuBois and Paul Robeson had 
their passports revoked in the early 1950s. Robeson had criticized 
American involvement in the Korean War because black troops who 
fought in Korea did not receive official recognition for their valor. 
Many in the press discredited his opinion.53 DuBois was indicted and 
fined when he refused to sign a State Department document deny-
ing that he was a Communist.54 When the State Department revoked 
his passport, he professed that “it [was] curious to see America, the 
United States looking on herself, first, as a sort of natural peacemaker, 
then as a moral protagonist in this terrible time. No nation is less fitted 
for this role. . . . Instead of standing as a great example of the success 
of democracy and the possibility of human brotherhood America has 
taken her place as an awful example of its pitfalls and failures.”55 Such 
incidents further ignited DuBois’s belief in the virtues of Soviet social-
ism. After his passport was reinstated in 1958, he visited the Soviet 
Union, and in a letter to the foreign editor of the Literary Gazette, he 
wrote:

For this experience, I stand with bared head before the miracle of the Union 
of the Soviet Socialist Republics, before a great nation. . . . I know that this 
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miracle has been accomplished in the face of the armed attack from nearly 
every civilized nation in the world including my own; that it has been car-
ried on doggedly in the midst of economic boycott and a vicious slander 
and barrage of lies which reached a depth of infamy which this world has 
seldom if ever seen before. . . . I am astonished at the wealth of ability and 
strength and moral courage which the Soviet Union has given the world in 
the Twentieth Century.56

	 As DuBois’s political philosophy evolved, he espoused the belief 
that black Americans should create their own nation within a nation. 
Segregation could be “positive,” he asserted; integration, however, 
remained a “distant ideal,” under the “veil” in a nation of white su-
premacy.57 John G. Day, second secretary of embassy at the Hague, 
regarded DuBois as a perilous voice in international affairs. When he 
heard DuBois speak for the Council of the Arts in September 1958, he 
characterized his speech as “brief, rapidly delivered, and full of hate 
for” the United States. Reportedly, DuBois voiced fierce “anti-Amer-
icanism,” reflected in his declaration that the U.S. government strove 
for war in order to save capitalism.58

	 Shortly thereafter, in October 1958 DuBois attended the Interna-
tional Congress of African and Asian Writers in Tashkent, Uzbeki-
stan.59 And in Prague, the embassy observed that he had avid support-
ers in the Soviet Union, many of whom claimed that “the brave fighter 
of the coloured people in the United States not only publicly declared 
that the socialist countries are the hope of the peace and mainstay 
of the colonial nations and oppressed minorities, but also fought for 
years against defeatism and the spirit of Munich among his own peo-
ple.”60

	 In the same vein, singer Ruth Reese represented a contentious 
voice in Europe, according to John W. Piercey, labor attaché in Oslo. 
He grew concerned because she emphasized the negative aspects of 
American race relations in a speech at the University of Oslo during a 
private tour, criticizing southern governments and white supremacist 
groups—the Ku Klux Klan and White Citizens Council. She asserted 
that “530 atrocities against Negroes in the South . . . had gone un-
punished.” These included bombings of schools, churches, homes, and 
synagogues. Significantly, according to Piercey, Reese did not balance 
such criticism with “an account of the gains made in some relations,” 
such as school integration. He proclaimed that she “left the general 
impression of unrelieved terror and oppression of the Negro race in 
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the United States.” She “excoriated” Eisenhower’s handling of the Lit-
tle Rock crisis, professing that the United States should “sweep before 
its own door” before criticizing others.61

	 Policy makers likewise believed that Robeson’s impact in Eastern 
Europe and the Soviet Union appeared ominous, especially after a 
classic Cold War confrontation had begun: the heated dispute be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union over the political di-
vision of Berlin. Robeson became a devout supporter of Communist 
regimes and traveled to Berlin in 1960.62 The American embassy in 
Berlin believed that “Communist fronts or regimes” sponsored some 
of Robeson’s appearances, including one in Berlin. A reporting offi-
cer asserted that Robeson had become a member of what he saw as 
subversive front organizations, such as the Council on African Af-
fairs, the African American Peace Council, and the Civil Rights Con-
gress.63 Robeson also expressed support for the Soviet zone in Berlin 
at the Third Annual Press Festival of Art, where he sang “Fatherland 
No Enemy Shall Threaten You.” To add to the fervor, he had alleg-
edly claimed that black Americans would not take up arms against 
the Soviet Union. He decried democracies as “pro-fascist” and when 
commenting on Little Rock stated that “he would have asked ‘thou-
sands of Negroes from all over the U.S. to go there armed’ and he was 
sure nothing would have happened.”64 Though the American embassy 
in Berlin advocated boycotting Robeson’s performances, it surmised 
that “disavowing his political intent could prove counterproductive.”65 
Howard Trivers, chief of the Eastern European Affairs Division, sought 
to diffuse Robeson’s impact by declaring that he was not representa-
tive of most black Americans. He argued that Robeson might have 
greater appeal in Asia and Africa.66

	 Robeson also traveled to Moscow in 1960, where he engaged in nu-
merous artistic and intellectual activities: he appeared on Soviet tele-
vision, attended a mass meeting at an industrial plant, and listened 
to a reading of works by Anton Chekov. Additionally, he made a pre-
sentation to Soviet artists at the World Peace Council.67 Llewellyn E. 
Thompson, U.S. ambassador to Moscow, reported on Robeson’s ef-
forts to promote Soviet-black cooperation through spirituals and jazz. 
Such Soviet newspapers as the Literary Gazette and Trud, he noted, 
praised Robeson’s artistic and political endeavors, as Robeson also 
expressed keen admiration for Khrushchev. Trud thus declared that 
Robeson represented a “bright searchlight [that] . . . illuminated the 
path to a new world, to a world without wars and human suffering.”68 
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In a statement about American race relations, Robeson reportedly 
had claimed that

a few days ago a jury in the state of Mississippi acquitted nine white rac-
ists who in April of last year lynched Negroe Chauffeur Mack Parker. The 
American people should understand that one cannot continue to talk about 
basic democracy when in our country such things happen. . . . Naturally, in 
the Soviet Union racial discrimination is an unthinkable thing. Your coun-
try does everything possible to aid the countries of Asia and Africa. . . . [In 
the end] peace will conquer war.69

	 Not surprisingly, American racial attitudes and the activities of 
black expatriates reinforced perceptions abroad of America’s cultur-
al paradoxes. Officials from Malaysia and Singapore who visited the 
United States expressed their belief in the “stereotype of the average 
American as an ignoramus.” Apparently, an American official con-
cluded, Malaysians assumed that they knew “more about the Ameri-
cans than they kn[e]w about themselves.”70

	 These factors shaped the context that led policy makers to con-
tinually emphasize the need to present white groups for jazz tours. 
W. K. Bunce, counselor for public affairs in New Delhi, recommended 
a white performer—Gerry Mulligan—for a tour.71 An official in Rio 
requested such jazz groups as Woody Herman’s band, while the em-
bassy in Czechoslovakia pointed to the popularity of Dave Brubeck.72 
In Poland, Edward A. Symans, attaché in Warsaw, believed that for 
propaganda and cultural purposes, a white jazz group “would rekindle 
waning sentiments and strongly reinforce relationships still alive.”73 
Ultimately, even after American embassies throughout Africa—from 
Senegal to the Congo—made numerous requests for jazz, especially 
for Louis Armstrong, the CU chose Dave Brubeck to represent the 
country on the next jazz tour.74 Brubeck’s group was all-white, except 
for the African American bass player, Eugene Wright. Not surpris-
ingly, some black jazz musicians sharply opposed the CU’s choice.75 A 
deep rift in jazz policy had clearly emerged.
	 Brubeck traveled abroad for the CU in 1958 against the backdrop 
of contentious Cold War disputes, his music embodying the white 
mainstream values of Cold War America that had come to define the 
parameters of commercial jazz in the 1950s. Significantly, his group 
traveled to Poland, South Asia, and the Middle East, but did not tour 
Africa. This policy came about in part because the Eisenhower ad-
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ministration continued to identify relations with Europe as a priority 
over those with Africa and sought to buttress cultural containment in 
the Soviet sphere. Like Gillespie’s, his music engendered passion in 
this region and helped break down Cold War cultural barriers in neu-
tral nations.76 The USIS presented Brubeck’s jazz as the artistry of the 
“elite” high culture—the “finest modern music” in the United States.77 
Amid the fervor of Little Rock, jazz policy keenly reflected DuBois’s 
proposition that “all art is propaganda and ever must be, despite the 
wailing of the purists.”78

	 In March 1958, when Brubeck’s “‘Cool’ or ‘horn-rimmed’ jazz came” 
to Poland, official reports often pointed to the aesthetically notewor-
thy aspects of the grueling tour.79 Brubeck apparently appeared as a 
novelty to those used to New Orleans—style jazz. Roman Waschko, 
the impresario for Poland who introduced many of the onstage per-
formances, conveyed the distinctive American character of jazz to 
enthusiastic audiences. Jazz aficionados especially enjoyed Brubeck’s 
more modern selections, and as young people flocked to his con-
certs, some older listeners, although “puzzled” at the sound of jazz, 
expressed deep affinity for his music. After meeting with noted Polish 
musicians, according to the cultural attaché, Brubeck performed for 
students and youth in Krakow, who filled the “Rotunda Auditorium” 
to see him.80

	 Additionally, at the Literary Club, “the ‘cats’ gathered to hear and 
be heard.” The atmosphere became “charged with youthful and un-
interrupted enthusiasm.” Audiences less familiar with jazz markedly 
grew to like the improvised arrangements of such celebrated melodies 
as “St. Louis Blues” and “Some Day My Prince Will Come.” Jazz again 
engendered new fans and proved its appeal as a “modern international 
language.”81

	 Importantly, the American cultural attaché emphasized that jazz’s 
popularity among Polish youth made jazz a vital cultural product: jazz 
remained a unique symbol of the dynamism of America’s Cold War 
ethos. Brubeck’s jazz gained respectability and revealed that many 
Poles did not consider it “undesirable” or “linked with hooliganism.” 
Thus Brubeck helped to “update” jazz in Poland, a critical goal of cul-
tural containment.82

	 Brubeck also buttressed American interests in Ankara, Istanbul, 
and Izmar, Turkey, where, according to the PAO, he received rave 
reviews both personally and musically. As the band departed, “two 
boys who had gone to the airport stood shaking their fists at the plane, 



76  jazz means freedom, 1957–1960

and [a] young French horn player, with tears running down his cheeks 
cried, ‘It’s terrible, terrible! We are like children without a father now 
that he . . . is gone!’”83 Though not all of the fans’ reactions “matched 
the emotion of this little scene,” many revealed that audiences avidly 
relished the music. The band attended receptions and informal talks, 
and mingled with Turkish musicians and composers. Brubeck also 
met jazz enthusiasts in Turkey’s “largest urban centers.”84

	 In India, contrarily, Brubeck sometimes encountered friction be-
cause of ardent denunciations of American race relations that had 
arisen in the wake of Little Rock. This especially concerned American 
officials. India remained the world’s largest democracy and declared 
a policy of nonalignment in the Cold War, making its allegiance criti-
cal in the Cold War rivalry. Moreover, many listeners were not very 
familiar with jazz, and even W. K. Bunce, counselor for public affairs, 
declared, “I am a little afraid of it myself.”85

	 Nevertheless, Brubeck reportedly helped transcend cultural and 
political barriers in the country and played a pivotal role in shaping 
the American image. When he performed in Madras, many people 
yearned for jazz in an atmosphere of “cultural conservatism” and de-
lighted in the spontaneous joy of “creating lacy and Gothic sounds.” 
The band also held a jam session with important musical figures. 
Likewise, Bunce maintained that in Calcutta, although “both the ig-
norance and aversion to jazz had to be handled,” Brubeck generated 
considerable interest in jazz, thereby helping to achieve pivotal cul-
tural objectives. Bunce characterized Brubeck as the perfect person to 
bring American jazz to India for the first time. His sophistication, his 
virtuosity, and his “improvis[ed] . . . melod[ies] and rhythm[s]” height-
ened his eminent appeal.86

	 Similarly, in June 1958 his group became “a ‘smash’ hit in Bombay.” 
During his concerts, he appealed to a wide spectrum of Indians, which 
included “hard core jazz lovers,” and he even managed to charm fans of 
classical music, who increasingly saw a link between modern jazz and 
classical Indian music. The embassy staged concerts at a major sta-
dium, and the band even played in Rajkot on an old piano not touched 
by “a musician for thirteen years.” Significantly, many youngsters at-
tended his concerts, some of whom wanted to travel with the band. 
The solos by Brubeck’s drummer, Joe Morello, Bunce recalled, became 
a “rhythm that every person in the audience understood without ex-
planation or instruction.” The drummer’s “wizardry . . . proved to be a 
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talk[ing] point for days afterward.” Jazz had become “an entirely new 
experience in Rajkot.”87

	 The band members engaged in offstage activities as well. They held 
meetings and demonstrations with classical musicians, during which 
the musicians spontaneously improvised on Indian instruments like 
the sitar and the “baya.”88 Throughout the tour, the band received press 
comments extolling their great artistry and what John T. Reid called 
“sax appeal.”89 Brubeck likewise performed in East Germany and Af-
ghanistan, both critical arenas of Soviet cultural competition. Overall, 
Bunce characterized Brubeck’s band as the “most congenial” group he 
had encountered and referred to Brubeck as the “best in progressive 
jazz.”90 Brubeck portrayed the exuberance of American culture while 
revealing an openness to the ideals of internationalism.
	 Although Brubeck helped advance the policy of cultural contain-
ment in turbulent Cold War regions, he endured tremendous hard-
ship upon returning home. A volatile dispute arose that caused a furor 
in the jazz world. Brubeck scheduled a series of performances at a 
group of southern universities, but they canceled his concert dates 
because Brubeck’s bass player, Eugene Wright, was black. The colleges 
had devised rules that stipulated that interracial bands could not per-
form on their campuses. Brubeck repudiated the “lily white” clause in 
his contract by refusing to replace Wright with a white musician.91 He 
lost a reported $40,000 dollars as a result of the cancellation. Brubeck 
himself expressed his dismay at the incident, calling it “unconstitu-
tional” and “ridiculous”; he stated that “all we want is that authorities 
accept us as we are, and allow us—and other integrated groups—to 
play our music without intimidation or pressure.”92

	 Jazz critic Ralph Gleason recalled that both the New York Times and 
Variety reported the story incorrectly by claiming that Brubeck had 
agreed to the “‘all-white’ clause.” Gleason himself praised Brubeck’s 
action, just as he had praised Armstrong’s denunciation of Little Rock 
months earlier.93 Brubeck believed wholeheartedly in jazz as a symbol 
of democracy and would not give in to racial prejudice in the South.94 
His alto saxophone player, Paul Desmond, agreed, and Wright la-
mented that “it’s a shame we can go travel all over the world and not 
have problems and come home and have such a ‘silly problem.’”95 Such 
paradoxical incidents reflected the racial and cultural contradictions 
that were inherent aspects of jazz diplomacy and the American ethos 
in these trying times.
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	 Not long after, jazz trombonist Jack Teagardan toured for the Unit-
ed States in 1959 and created a “splash” abroad. His band helped the 
United States implement cultural containment in former British pos-
sessions as well as in other volatile parts of Asia.96 The world had seen 
the increasing division of Asia into Communist and non-Communist 
blocs in the 1950s, most notably in Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam. 
Moreover, the offshore island crisis and Chinese nationalist leader 
Chiang Kai Shek’s continued demands for control of China exacer-
bated U.S.-Asian relations. Fearing cultural dominoes in Asia, many 
cultural policy makers sought to reach a wide spectrum of communi-
ties, from indigenous and folk groups to the Vietnamese elite.97 From 
Hue to Saigon, American officials assessed how the Vietnamese might 
respond to American cultural products. An American official believed 
that while Burl Ives and Harry Belafonte might achieve astounding 
success, an artist like Elvis Presley, because of his excessive efferves-
cence, might “spell the end of the post’s cultural effort.”98 In Hue, an of-
ficial asserted that “since the end of the Communist strife,” the culture 
remained conservative and isolated but “receptive to Western music.” 
Though the Golden Gate Quartet, a black singing group, had been a 
“great hit,” he did not believe that the more unfamiliar 1920s style jazz 
would become “completely acceptable . . . for another two or three 
years.” He also remarked that it would “be a long time before the music 
of the Brubeck style could be successfully presented here.”99

	 Nonetheless, Robert C. Schnitzer, the general manager of the 
American National Theater Academy (ANTA), pointed to Teagardan’s 
astounding success. Schnitzer noted that in such places as Karachi, 
Ceylon, Bombay, the Philippines, Malaya, Hong Kong, South Korea, 
and Okinawa, Teagardan charmed and delighted audiences. Like 
Brubeck, he performed with unabated exuberance, and even though 
he suffered a serious illness while abroad, he refused to quit the tour.100 
Many winsome events took place. In Kabul, a “cape-covered woman” 
who was not allowed into the main performance area listened to Tea-
gardan’s music outside of the performance space as camels sauntered 
by. In Bombay, young girls cheerfully adorned each of the band mem-
bers with garlands. Additionally, Teagardan, like Goodman, played for 
the king and queen of Thailand. He performed jam sessions with the 
king, who even played a tune on the clarinet. In Cambodia, he met 
the “piano-playing king and the saxophonist prince,” and the king be-
stowed on him a “medal for meritorious service to the arts.”101

	 Teagardan received equally rave reviews in Saigon as Cold War 
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tensions escalated further. Howard Elting Jr., counselor of embassy in 
Saigon, believed that jazz would widely appeal to educated Vietnam-
ese. Although he acknowledged that the older generation exhibited a 
“condescending tolerance of jazz,” he extolled Teagardan’s music by 
avowing that his band might be “well on the way towards universaliz-
ing jazz in Asia.” He highlighted jazz’s overall popularity in the region 
when he declared that if jazz “spreads more widely [to] the lands of the 
Indochina Peninsula, nobody over there will believe that jazz [came] 
up the Mississippi from New Orleans. They will think it came up the 
Mekong.”102

	 Herbie Nichols’s band, a white group, also performed abroad on an 
official tour in Asia and the Middle East. In such cities as Cairo and 
Athens, he exhibited great artistic appeal among audiences. Ameri-
can officials praised Nichols’s personal contacts and referred to the 
musicians as exceptional cultural diplomats. When Nichols arrived in 
Calcutta and Bombay, his performances sold out.103 At the Regal The-
ater, the band fraternized with the governor of Bombay. The musicians 
also gave concerts at Xavier College, the Bombay American Women’s 
Club, the American Businessmen’s Club lunch, and the Bombay Jazz 
Club. At the Rhythm House Music Store, “[c]rowds thronged” to hear 
Nichols. His appearances thereby advanced American objectives by 
showcasing America’s unique musical tradition and promoting “the 
best” artists the country had to offer. Throughout the tour, “a steady 
stream of callers day and night . . . wished to see and speak to Mr. 
Nichols.” Nichols played before over 8,000 fans, becoming “one of 
the most effective ANTA shows . . . held in Bombay,” according to 
Daniel P. Oleksiew, the PAO.104 Nichols’s potent cultural appeal also 
became clear in New Delhi, where “classic American jazz in a theater 
environment . . . allow[ed] the true genius of the music to cross the 
footlights.”105 In contrast, in Colombo the reporting officer maintained 
that Nichols did not effectively represent American musical life. He 
asserted that even professional people familiar with “the popular mu-
sical field had to be lectured on Nichols’ place in the development of 
jazz.” Jazz artists existed “in a different category,” he averred.106 While 
Nichols’s jazz “rang familiar to the ears of many Ceylonese,” others had 
little knowledge of 1920s- and 1930s-era jazz. Additionally, the em-
bassy sponsored too many performances in Colombo, according to an 
official, and the group sometimes had to play in uninviting venues—
once they performed in an “old barn.” Moreover, the official surmised 
that the performers’ attitudes had changed by their last stop because 
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“thirteen weeks of close living and constant traveling had created in-
ternal dissension.” Equally important, the group did not participate in 
many offstage activities.107

	 Jazz diplomacy became tested again during Herbie Mann’s tour to 
Africa in 1960. Some American officials undermined policy goals by 
displaying blatant ethnocentrism. The PAO in Sudan disliked what he 
called Herbie Mann’s “cavalier, condescending attitude” off-stage—to 
him, Mann seemed arrogant and self-absorbed. In addition, he be-
lieved that the Sudanese disdained modern jazz and preferred Dix-
ieland—“melodic, danceable jazz with enough ‘gut bucket’ beats and 
rhythms to make feet tap and hands clap.” He also expressed the elitist 
view that the Sudanese were “uncultured” and preferred “action . . . 
of a virile nature involving physical skill and requiring no need for 
explanation.” Overall, he concluded that a rodeo would have proved 
much more appealing, because, like jazz, a rodeo was about as typi-
cally American as a hot dog.108

	 The extensive press coverage throughout Mann’s tour portrayed 
Mann’s jazz more favorably than did official reports. The Bantu Mir-
ror, for example, professed that “people of all races [were treated] to 
a wholesome dose of jazz.” The Tangier Gazette enthusiastically as-
serted that Mann “helped brin[g] jazz back to Africa.”109 Evidently, jazz 
diplomacy in the wake of Little Rock harbored an era of increasing 
paradoxes.
	 Not surprisingly, musicians continually bolstered the emerging 
links between jazz and the cause for social justice.110 Such efforts took 
a noted turn in 1959 when the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP) sponsored a benefit concert en-
titled “Jazz for Civil Rights” in the name of the “Fight for Freedom.” 
Such jazz greats as Miles Davis, Art Blakey, Randy Weston, Billy Tay-
lor, and Horace Silver performed. The NAACP hailed the concert, de-
claring that the musicians exhibited “the solid merit which built their 
reputations” and had “a core of idealism” that signified their “devotion 
to a great cause.”111

	 Also in 1959 Duke Ellington became the first jazz musician to be 
awarded the Spingarn Award by the NAACP.112 Bandleader Benny 
Goodman presented Ellington with the medal on the SS United States. 
Goodman proclaimed that he was “honored” to award the medal to 
an American citizen “who achieved fame, distinction, and honor in 
the field of popular music” and who could “enrich our culture and en-
hance our national prestige.” For Goodman, Ellington remained one of 



jazz means freedom, 1957–1960   81

the country’s “popular heroes”—a man who could “capture the imagi-
nation, inspire the youth and bring joy to the hearts of millions.”113 In 
his acceptance speech, Ellington eloquently remarked that he had be-
come encouraged by the fact that Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev 
would soon visit the United States to observe the workings of “democ-
racy.” More important, when asked “why” he “thought American jazz 
was so much in vogue in other countries,” he stated, “I thought the 
reason was that jazz means freedom and that today, freedom is the 
big word around the world.” He professed that “if jazz means freedom, 
then jazz means peace because peace can come to mankind only when 
man is free.”114

	 Such sentiments rang true in mid-1960, another decisive turning 
point for jazz diplomacy during this phase of the Cold War. Several 
factors contributed to this shift: the emergence of free jazz, the bur-
geoning of social protest, and the intensification of the Cold War 
rivalry in Europe. The social and political revolutions at home and 
abroad that gave rise to the counterculture of the 1960s also inspired 
the modernization of jazz. As the repressive era of the 1950s gave way 
to an age of cultural ferment, jazz musicians faced a critical aesthetic 
dilemma: they increasingly embarked upon a search for “heroes, sym-
bols, [and] myths.” An aesthetic rebellion took place, and free jazz—a 
new, radical form of jazz—rose on the American cultural scene.115 Jazz 
simultaneously lost its American and international audiences to rock 
and roll, and the music became more eclectic. In attempting to find 
their niche in this new Cold War culture, many young jazz musicians 
faced profound racism and encountered even greater hardships than 
their more experienced predecessors.116

	 It was Ornette Coleman’s album Free Jazz that emerged as the most 
revolutionary music of the decade. Coleman became the innovator by 
adopting the theory of harmolodics, emancipating himself from estab-
lished chord progressions and pitches, and creating ingenious tempos 
with dynamic rhythmic twists. Jazz scholar Gary Giddins has called 
Free Jazz “an illuminating fantasia that inspired the new music move-
ment and has yet to be equaled.”117 Instead of using chords to accom-
pany melodies, a free jazz musician might use his or her instrument to 
“paint colors,” just as an avant-garde painter would use brush strokes 
on a canvas. The free jazz artist also manipulated pitches in remark-
able ways, mimicking the sounds of animals, cars, trucks, screams, 
cries, and other manifestations of life.118

	 As free jazz developed, and as postmodernist trends began to stir 
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in the jazz world, jazz artists further deconstructed the traditional 
elements of their music, and free jazz burgeoned into a widespread 
movement at home and abroad. African American innovator John 
Coltrane, a paragon of free jazz and a redoubtable figure in twenti-
eth-century American music, also wrestled with conformity and re-
bellion as he embarked upon an aesthetic exploration of new sounds 
and rhythms. In an article published in 1960, “Coltrane on Coltrane,” 
he commented that at “[a]bout this time, I was trying for a sweeping 
sound. I started experimenting because I was striving for more indi-
vidual development.”119 He composed such classic jazz tunes as “Gi-
ant Steps,” “My Favorite Things,” and “A Love Supreme.” Some called 
Coltrane a passionate mystic, always thriving and searching for new 
forms of musical expression. In 1963 Coltrane composed “Alabama,” 
a piece dedicated to those killed during the tragic bombing of a black 
church in Birmingham, Alabama.120 He became a radical innovator 
who challenged the traditions of the cultural status quo.121

	 Other trailblazers, like Cecil Taylor, helped spearhead the free jazz 
avant-garde and dismantled the artistic confines wrought by Cold War 
culture. For Taylor, who felt the tension of being a black musician in 
middle-class white America, music became a “way of holding on to 
Negro culture, because there wasn’t very much of it around.” Albert 
Ayler, who experimented with free jazz, emerged as a “master of the 
‘dirty tone,’ that calling card of the African-American musical tradi-
tion with a lineage predating King Oliver and Robert Johnson.”122

	 Equally provocative, free jazz innovator Archie Schepp became 
one of the most outspoken jazz artists of his day. Schepp played what 
he called race music—music that was profoundly connected to the 
struggle of African Americans for social equality. As a pivotal voice in 
the Black Arts Movement, Schepp sought to use his music as a “politi-
cal and social force” that symbolized “the pressures of the time, just as 
the field hollers of farm workers reflected the pressures of the time.”123 
Schepp embraced the Marxist notion of the artist’s function in society. 
Music historian James Bakst characterizes this function as a

political and economic force implied in Lenin’s “Theory of Reflection.” . . . 
Reflections of contradictions in the external world intensify the content of 
art worlds, give representations of life to the people of mass movements, 
protest, [and] revolts, and show the people as the fighting and impelling 
force in history.
	 A composer becomes a progressive innovator and creator of advanced 
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contemporary music when he joins popular liberation movements, de-
fends the interest of the masses, accepts the ideas of socialism, and spurns 
indifference to politics.124

	 Not all jazz musicians, however, welcomed this formidable music. 
Miles Davis professed that when Coleman appeared in New York, he 
“turn[ed] the jazz world all the way around.”125 Outsiders at home and 
abroad often disdained the emergence of free jazz—it dismantled es-
tablished notions of art and order at a time when many looked for a 
way to sustain order in the wake of increasing upheavals against the 
“establishment.”126

	 Another development that set the stage for jazz diplomacy in mid-
1960 was the burgeoning of civil rights and social protest. African 
American artists continued to express an affinity for the international 
black cause as blacks at home and abroad fought what George Fre-
drickson has called “an analogous form of racial oppression.”127 Even-
tually, in the words of Elliott Skinner, these struggles resulted in “po-
litical emancipation . . . from European racial hegemony.”128

	 In the 1960s social protest became a more prevalent component 
of the American struggle for racial equality. The sit-in protest move-
ment had started in February 1960 in Greensboro, North Carolina. At 
the same time, the activities of Martin Luther King Jr. and his South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) received worldwide 
attention. When the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC) was founded in April 1960, vociferous student demonstra-
tions increasingly occurred nationwide. In May 1961 Freedom Riders, 
who became emblems of nonviolent protest, intensified the move-
ment to bring fairer treatment to blacks in bus terminals and train 
stations in the South.129 Further, when some activists were beaten by 
whites in Birmingham, Alabama, the incident provoked fervent inter-
national calumny, and people of color throughout the world looked 
upon the event with marked disdain.130 This racial conundrum deep-
ened when King was jailed in Birmingham. Senator John F. Kennedy 
called King’s wife, Coretta Scott King, to express his dismay at the 
incident and to help free King from jail. The United States Information 
Agency (USIA) surmised that such developments keenly influenced 
international reactions to cultural overtures from the West;131 they 
sparked ardent skepticism toward cultural policy and the American 
race question that found expression in the works of such celebrated 
African American artists as poet Langston Hughes.132 In jazz diplo-
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macy, American policy makers responded by increasingly endorsing 
the notion of “jazzocracy”—a democratic country unified racially and 
politically through the arts and jazz—to implement the policy of cul-
tural containment.133

	 In Europe, the dispute over the military occupation of Berlin and 
the U-2 incident again caused Africa’s problems to become dwarfed in 
the eyes of “Europe-first” Cold Warriors. The U-2 crisis arose in May 
1960 when the Soviet Union shot down an American spy plane that 
had flown over Soviet air space. Afterward, Eisenhower, fully aware of 
American espionage flights over the Soviet Union, attempted to save 
face—he publicly declared that it was a civilian plane that had flown 
off course, a statement causing embarrassment for the United States.134 
Eisenhower did not know that the pilot had survived and was being 
detained by the Soviets. Khrushchev made this known just before he 
and Eisenhower were scheduled to meet for a summit in Geneva. In 
the aftermath of the U-2 incident, these talks did not take place.
	 These developments, along with the independence of French West 
Africa in June 1960, led the CU to reclaim black jazz in cultural pro-
grams. The CU appropriated black jazz not only in an effort to convey 
the core liberal values of social justice, egalitarianism, and democracy 
but also to create sympathy for the U.S. position in the world.135 Simul-
taneously, it worked to assist newly independent nations in their evo-
lution toward a multiracial democracy and “groped” for a way to “en-
hance multi-racial cooperation.”136 Not surprisingly, the CU rebuffed 
the music that arose out the free jazz movement, fearing it because 
it advocated protest and rebellion against existing social and political 
structures. As in the 1950s with the rise of black nationalism, Presi-
dent Eisenhower did not seek to further “stir up unrest” in Africa or 
other regions of the world.137 Revolutionary forms of jazz music might 
inspire rather than quell the drive for rebellion against the West al-
ready brewing on the international stage.
	 The CU’s choice of mainstream jazz in this new context also reflect-
ed its belief that mainstream musicians embraced a different notion of 
freedom than the jazz rebels. In order to appeal to a broad spectrum 
of people across racial and political boundaries, mainstream artists 
“wanted to claim the banner of freedom, but they also wanted to dis-
tance themselves from the term’s association with individual license 
and whimsical choice.” The idea of freedom came to mean not simply 
the idea of free enterprise, and ultimately “private choice,” but also the 
freedom to move the music into a larger “social setting” in an attempt 



jazz means freedom, 1957–1960   85

to correspond to the country’s larger “needs” and broader goals. Free-
dom meant seeking collaboration and social participation while re-
ceiving affirmation as individual participants in the political and social 
structures of the day. Ultimately, freedom came to mean participation 
in a republican democracy.138

	 The ideas of simultaneous improvisation and collaboration, of 
“self-expression and solidarity,” became equally appealing to audienc-
es in the Soviet sphere, as Soviet musicians also aspired to embrace 
new trends in aesthetic and political agitation.139 Like many American 
musicians, Soviet musicians grappled with how to “align” their music 
with a “deeper political purpose.”140 While American jazz musicians 
who traveled on cultural tours sought to dismantle the structures of 
American racism, Russian youth, jazz lovers, and fans sought to sur-
mount the political structures of Soviet Communism.
	 Echoing the 1950s, the policy to globalize the jazz mainstream often 
met with brusque criticism and caused restlessness in the jazz estab-
lishment. When discussing a possible tour for his group, jazz clarinet-
ist Tony Scott commented to Down Beat that the State Department 
requested that his group remain all-white. The State Department, he 
asserted, preferred “watered down” versions of jazz played by white 
musicians.141 Critic George Hoefer, writing for Down Beat, similarly 
expressed a significant caveat regarding jazz diplomacy. In an edito-
rial, he argued that the United States employed jazz bands abroad sim-
ply to entertain other nations and not to create mutual understand-
ing or bridge Cold War cultural differences. He urged that the United 
States and its embassies rethink their approach to jazz tours if this 
were true. He claimed that the State Department only reevaluated its 
policy toward black jazz musicians when Marshall Stearns suggested 
including more black jazz groups in the program.142

	 As the United States recognized the need to expand cultural con-
tainment after Little Rock and capitalize on the cultural and political 
fervor brewing abroad, the CU chose Louis Armstrong for the next 
jazz tour to Africa.143 It was as much this changing Cold War atmo-
sphere as Armstrong’s tremendous appeal that led to his unparalleled 
and exuberant welcome by African peoples. By the end of 1960 Arm-
strong, who disdained Communism, had become the most controver-
sial jazz artist to tour abroad for the United States. His tour took place 
in the wake of the Sharpeville massacre in South Africa, which had 
banned his group and his music.144

	 Armstrong’s band, the All Stars, brought the spirit of “jazzocracy” 
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to Africa in a new and volatile Cold War context. The CU initiated the 
tour with “a massive promotional campaign” for Pepsi Cola, show-
casing Armstrong on exciting posters: “in Armstrong’s hand, instead 
of the familiar horn, was a glistening bottle of Pepsi Cola.” Pepsi also 
printed “five special Pepsi-Cola bottle caps on which Armstrong’s 
likeness was printed under the cork.”145 Variety reported that in Accra, 
“Satchmo to Hit Spots in Africa for Pepsi-Cola.”146 Richard Berstein, 
the PAO to Accra, hailed Armstrong with the “slogan,” “Pepsi Cola 
Brings Out Louis Armstrong.”147

	 As the tour ensued, enthusiasm for “Ambassador Satch” reverber-
ated throughout the continent. Down Beat remarked that when he 
arrived in Ghana, Armstrong, “dressed in his native robes[,] poured 
a pint of Scotch on the ground as a libation to the gods and chanted 
‘Akwaba,’ the Ghanaian word for welcome.”148 When Armstrong dis-
cussed his powerful appeal as a cultural ambassador, he did not re-
flect on the political climate, remarking to a reporter that “the reason 
I don’t bother with politics is the words is so big that by the time they 
break them down to my size the joke is over. . . . I’m just a trumpet 
player.”149 Armstrong expressed his deep affinity for Africa when he 
asserted, “I feel at home in Africa—more so now since I’ve been all 
through the place.”150

	 After Armstrong’s pivotal tour, the Journal American referred to 
“Ambassador Satch” as a “Good-Will Asset” who “captivated” Africans 
“[a]t a time when Kremlin agents were whipping up African feelings 
against” America.151 The tour revealed that it remained paramount 
for the CU to convey not only American material and technological 
prowess to new nations but also America’s cultural vigor, especially 
in light of the fact that many “new nations imported their concepts 
of American culture from Europe.” An American official reiterated 
that jazz diplomacy established a strong American cultural presence 
in new nations as well as a “shared devotion to cultural values that 
transcend[ed] political differences.”152

	 The jazz tours of these years nonetheless underscored the fact that 
the paradox of race, global diplomacy, and American anti-Commu-
nism increasingly imperiled the American image. After Little Rock, 
American policy makers continued to express ethnocentric views to-
ward jazz and new nations. Although a proponent of jazz, Lawrence 
J. Hall, PAO, for example, observed that such artists as Herbie Mann 
had made jazz popular for “its rhythmic qualities rather than . . . its 
melodic or harmonic qualities.” Hall believed that Moroccans did not 
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understand jazz because it diverged from Middle Eastern music. Yet 
he claimed that the 1930s style swing bands remained popular be-
cause “melody is paramount” in their music. Additionally, Hall re-
marked that “progressive jazz” with its “complex harmonics” might 
not have much appeal. He even considered Moroccans “much more 
at ease when shouting and clapping hands to the beat of a jazz drum-
mer.”153 Likewise, several American officials perceived people in some 
African nations as backward or as “outsiders” and feared their fervent 
nationalism in the same way that they feared the activities of African 
American expatriates. The racial paradox that consequently emerged 
in jazz diplomacy loomed large as the United States employed African 
Americans to improve its image and to counter widespread Soviet in-
fluence abroad.
	 The changing dynamics of the Cold War, race, cultural affairs, and 
jazz helped illuminate the volatile role that jazz diplomacy played in 
cultural policy. In the wake of Little Rock, jazz diplomacy increas-
ingly engendered both pride and pessimism in audiences at home and 
abroad as conservative ideas of jazz reached new parts of the globe. 
Jazz diplomacy also grew increasingly complex because it helped aug-
ment American influence in arenas where none might otherwise ex-
ist. In these venues, American officials continually emphasized jazz’s 
transcendent aesthetic and cultural appeal. Such officials as Robert C. 
Schnitzer of ANTA commended the musicians’ personal and musical 
aplomb abroad and called jazz “one of the most useful weapons we 
have in our arsenal.”154

	 By the end of the year, John F. Kennedy had been elected president 
in a close race and turned his attention to Cold War exigencies in Eu-
rope and Asia. The world recognized that Eisenhower’s policies to-
ward race and integration had not significantly improved the status of 
blacks at home or abroad. Kennedy, however, expressed greater sup-
port than Eisenhower for the cause of black justice and gained black 
advocacy in the United States by championing the African cause. Thus 
jazz paradoxically came to represent the vitality of American culture 
and society at a compelling turning point in the cultural Cold War. 
Unavoidably, in efforts to revitalize the image of the country, jazz di-
plomacy significantly highlighted American weaknesses.
	 Still, jazz’s profound global influence among the youth became 
abundantly clear to American officials, especially in the Eastern bloc, 
where the Soviet Union had suppressed rebellions and installed Com-
munist leaders. Similarly, in such cities as Seoul, Beirut, Cebu, and 
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Addis Ababa, American jazz inspired young new fans and fostered an 
appreciation of African American culture. Even in Reykjavík, policy 
makers acknowledged that “interest in modern jazz [was] very wide.”155 
Jazz tours especially did “wonders combating the [Soviet] idea that 
jazz is a degenerate art form.”156 Thus jazz became an instrument for 
expanding Western power—and black culture became a paradoxical 
symbol of that power, especially in the aftermath of Little Rock. De-
cidedly, in the Saturday Review, Stearns declared that jazz in foreign 
lands, more than American art forms derived from Europe, revealed 
the “sincerity, joy, and vigor of the American way of life”—a phenom-
enon that knew no political boundaries. Discovering the vitality of 
“America’s classical music” was like the “old story of finding the blue 
bird in your own garden.”157



Chapter 4
The Paradox of Jazz Diplomacy, 
1961–1966

But our culture and art do not speak to America alone. To the extent that 
artists struggle to express beauty in form and color and sound, to the ex-
tent that they write about man’s struggle with nature or society or himself, 
to the extent they strike a responsive chord in all humanity, art and the 
encouragement of art are political in the most profound sense, not as a 
weapon in the struggle, but as an instrument of understanding of the futil-
ity of struggle between those who share men’s faith[;] art is the great demo-
crat, calling forth creative genius from every sector of society, disregarding 
race or religion or wealth or color.
	 —John F. Kennedy, 1962

The inability of the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs (CU) 
to contain international criticism of cultural affairs became even more 
acute in the 1960s against the backdrop of domestic racial conflicts 
and the Vietnam War. These dual injustices amplified the paradox of 
jazz diplomacy on the world stage to such an extent that they com-
pelled a profound reassessment of jazz policies: under the scrutiny of 
the informationalists, jazz diplomacy no longer seemed viable, and 
the CU consequently suspended jazz tours. It did not reinstate them 
until the mid-1960s, when the resurgence of internationalism in the 
CU and the expansion of black cultural production led the CU to re-
evaluate jazz diplomacy in a transnational context. Even as jazz, an 
analog of American freedom and racial equality, spoke to America’s 
cultural modernity, the American image grew increasingly enigmatic 
amid the Cold War confrontations between Communism and democ-
racy that engulfed the world.1
	 As in the late 1950s, in the 1960s civil rights struggles most clearly 
reflected America’s changing national ethos. Black activist Clayborne 
Carson profoundly impelled the “black awakening” when he helped 
form the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) as 
the Left attacked the evolving liberal consensus. The decade became 
characterized by constant and compelling cultural, social, and politi-
cal “redefinition.”2 Yet as the world of ideas acquired new meaning in 
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foreign affairs, American policy makers still viewed jazz through the 
prism of containment and the Cold War—as a trope that reflected the 
cultural “affluence” of American society and the uniqueness of Ameri-
can democracy. Jazz tours paradoxically aimed to depict racial equal-
ity, integration, American exceptionalism, and even the idea of repub-
licanism, both as cultural aspirations and realities on the world stage.
	 Jazz musicians like Louis Armstrong embodied the spirit of repub-
licanism the United States sought to propel abroad, conveying an im-
age of America in which blacks and whites “contribute to and enjoy 
the fruits of democracy.”3 In 1961, in a sentimental and perceptive let-
ter to jazz scholar Leonard Feather, Armstrong expressed this view of 
the jazz ethos:

I’d like to recall one of my most inspiring moments. It was in 1948. I was 
playing a concert date in a Miami auditorium. I walked on stage and there 
I saw something I thought I’d never see. I saw thousands of people, col-
ored and white on the main floor. Not segregated in one row of whites and 
another row of Negroes. Just all together—naturally. . . . I thought I was 
in the wrong state. When you see things like that you know you’re going 
forward.4

Likewise, he affirmed his belief that black music could play a role in 
the fight against racism by dismantling cultural and racial boundar-
ies. He asserted that “these same society people may go around the 
corner and ‘lunch’ a Negro. But while they’re listening to our music, 
they don’t think about trouble. What’s more they’re watching Negro 
and white musicians play side by side. And we bring contentment and 
pleasure. I always say, ‘Look at the nice taste we leave. It’s bound to 
mean something. That’s what music is for.’”5 Armstrong’s beliefs and 
his music signified jazz’s ability to transform cultural identities and 
ideologies among jazz practitioners, aficionados, and fans.6
	 Despite Armstrong’s inimitable impact on cultural affairs, by 1960 
elitism and ethnocentrism remained common among American Cold 
Warriors in the CU and abroad and continually undermined the effi-
cacy of jazz policy. Two kinds of elitism emerged. First, some officials 
put forth the view that American culture had grown more sophisti-
cated than the cultures of Europe and expressed beliefs in cultural 
hierarchies—high and low culture.7 Only mainstream jazz, not avant-
garde or free jazz, represented American high culture. Other forms 
of jazz reflected low- or “middle-brow music of Broadway tunes and 
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blues-based improvisations.”8 In international circles, however, many 
regarded free jazz as a component of high culture and believed that 
it represented a unique Western art form. For them, it was not just 
a type of entertainment of which the “sole purpose” was to elicit an 
“intrinsic perceptual interest” or have a “fleeting” influence on “aes-
thetic sensibilities.” Free jazz as art “require[d] . . . active involvement,” 
was “highly charged with content, and profoundly influence[d]” one’s 
sense of self “and the world for years to come.”9 American cultural of-
ficials, especially informationalists, often downplayed the significance 
of these cultural nuances. Second, officials frequently expressed elitist 
attitudes toward race. Although the CU characterized jazz as a com-
ponent of America’s superior cultural heritage, it did not embrace the 
black freedom struggles at home or abroad that helped shape that her-
itage. Consequently, it also shunned free jazz because such music em-
bodied the ideologies of revolutionary and black cultural nationalism. 
Third, as European empires crumbled, cultural tours that increased 
U.S. contacts with people of color often reinforced policy makers’ pa-
ternalistic notions of black peoples as primitive and backward.10

	 Such elitism became apparent when officials like Gordon Arneson, 
director of the Office of Cultural Exchange, delivered a keynote ad-
dress to the CU in January 1961. Although he praised many aspects of 
cultural relations, he also claimed that in attempting to appeal to “new 
cultures avid for things” from the United States, the United States 
would “have to lead them [to] American culture using simpler forms.” 
“These nations did not understand” the United States “too well,” he 
maintained. “Simpler” art forms included cowboy shows, ice shows, 
athletic groups, and choruses, not the more “sophisticated” art forms 
like the ballet, opera, symphony, or dramatic theater. Accordingly, 
Arneson urged that the United States send cultural attractions to Af-
rica that included variety and novelty shows because they contained 
“color, fast pace, music and spectacle.” He sought to cater to what he 
called “less sophisticated audiences,” particularly in “new” countries 
that were “not so familiar with . . . Western culture.” Further, Arneson 
believed that Armstrong had made a favorable impression throughout 
Africa and “created the best possible kind of good will” for the United 
States, despite the cultural “primitiveness” of the continent.11

	 Also exposing the paradoxical aspects of cultural relations, Rob-
ert Beninder, an observer of cultural affairs, characterized American 
global diplomacy as “one more front in the Cold War.” Although he 
pointed out that it sometimes softened people’s sentiments toward 
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the country and could change the hard realities of diplomacy by as-
suaging the “cultivation of hate” toward America, he also asserted 
that global diplomacy dangerously surpassed its original intentions. 
He declared of foreign peoples that “you may hate the rich uncle who 
sends you cash but not the singer” who sings you the blues: the Rus-
sian women cried for Van Cliburn; the students who attacked Vice 
President Richard Nixon in Venezuela in 1958 threw parties for the 
Howard University choir; and folk artist Charlie Byrd, who performed 
in Chile, received a standing ovation on the night of the Cuban missile 
crisis. Thus cultural policy often created greater cynicism about the 
American ethos.12

	 The deepening paradox of cultural affairs also became clear when 
African leaders and scholars who frequently visited the United States 
on official tours experienced racial antagonism firsthand.13 Discrimina-
tion “against non-white visitors” in the United States, which began in 
the nineteenth century, frequently took place, especially in the South. 
Notably, in a letter to President Kennedy, James Dennis Akumu, an 
African scholar who visited the United States under the American 
Leaders Program, expressed his sincere hope that the United States 
would help African Americans out of despair. He recalled that he had 
traveled

around the country alone and even in the deep South where at times . . . I 
was a bit depressed by the position of the Negro. I, however, saw changes 
taking place, both by legislation and some by force, organized [by] groups 
like [the] NAACP, [the] Urban League, CORE and the Southern Regional 
Council, [the] Christian Leadership Council, and [the] students non-vio-
lent movement. I am convinced the present Administration will do more 
for the Negroes. . . . I would have liked [to visit] the Electrical Union which 
has achieved much, but I was told it does not as yet accept the Negroes.14

	
The transnational awareness of the confounding and paradoxical na-
ture of the American race question became more problematic for the 
CU as the complexity of cultural containment grew.15 The African 
American athlete Wilma Rudolph triumphed at the Berlin Olympics 
in 1960, and Soviet premiere Nikita Khrushchev ordered the con-
struction of the Berlin Wall in 1961.16 Additionally, mounting tensions 
in Cuba and the Congo caused rifts between the superpowers that 
resonated for years thereafter. During the Bay of Pigs calamity in 1961, 
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America’s failed attempt to overthrow the Cuban leader Fidel Castro 
became an international embarrassment.17 In the wake of the Congo 
crisis early in 1961, Moscow had grown angry at the downfall of social-
ist leader Patrice Lumumba, especially after the United States helped 
install a nonaligned government under a moderate prime minister re-
ceptive to the West. The United States also supported the conservative 
leader Josef Mobutu in the civil war.
	 In order to confront the changing dynamics of Communism and 
the color line, President Kennedy acknowledged the need to reinforce 
the efficacy of culture in the Cold War rivalry.18 Under Kennedy, USIA 
activities expanded. He also created the position of assistant secretary 
for educational and cultural affairs in February 1961 and appointed 
Philip H. Combs to this new post.19 In 1963 Carl T. Rowan became 
the first African American to be appointed the director of USIA. In 
addition, Kennedy initiated a new policy in Africa by wooing neutral 
nations.20 This new approach became clear in American relations with 
Guinea, which had achieved independence in 1958 and had begun to 
seek monetary assistance from the United States. Although President 
Sekou Toure had become a radical socialist, he suspected the Soviet 
Union of a “teacher’s plot in 1961” and cut off relations with the coun-
try. Guinean officials also accused the Soviet ambassador of “flooding 
the country with propaganda and cultivating close contacts with” the 
youth. Consequently, they expelled the Soviet ambassador—a drastic 
action in the cultural Cold War. Moreover, Guinea banned “all cultural 
centers operated by foreign missions,” including the United States. It 
also accused the United States of sponsoring a “counter-revolutionary 
plot” and banned American films, the United States Information Ser-
vice (USIS) library, and English lessons.21 While Toure remained “cour-
teous but cool” diplomatically, the United States sought to increase its 
“credibility and good-will” by appearing “friendly and sympathetic” to 
Guinean interests. U.S. policy makers remained concerned that Guin-
ea would “ente[r] the red wedge,” despite its policy of nonalignment.22

	 The United States feared this in part because the Communist cul-
tural offensive had grown formidable in several African countries. In 
Morocco in 1962, for example, M. R. Yves Mas, editor of the newspa-
per Petite Moraccaine, revealed that in just a few months the Soviets 
had exported several provocative cultural products to Morocco: the 
Moscow Circus, the Bolshoi Ballet, and Russian phonograph records. 
The Soviet Union spared no money or effort to “squeeze the last bit of 
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propaganda from [its] presentations,” he claimed. They also requested 
that Mas’s newspaper publicize the sale of Russian records and run 
full-page ads for the circus.23

	 In the face of the Soviet onslaught, the paradox of race profoundly 
undermined U.S. interests after an African American, James Mere-
dith, registered at the University of Mississippi in Oxford in Septem-
ber 1962. White mob violence ensued, and President Kennedy sent 
federal marshals to the school to suppress the disorder. As in Little 
Rock, American policy makers argued that federal intervention re-
flected the government’s sincere interest in promoting integration and 
racial equality.24 The USIA portrayed the government as the “hero” of 
civil rights that had helped to rescue its ill-fated black citizens from 
misfortune.25 Yet the Soviets capitalized on this incident, and their 
umbrage seemed unwavering in the eyes of the world.
	 Not surprisingly, showcasing jazz and black performing artists to 
highlight blacks’ improving status in American life and to rectify per-
ceptions of American race relations appeared illusory to many peo-
ples and nations.26 In 1961 esteemed African American writer James 
Baldwin offered an eloquent expression of such a paradox in Nobody 
Knows My Name. He stated that “the American Negro can no longer, 
nor will he ever again, be controlled by white Americans’ image of 
him. This fact has everything to do with the rise of Africa in world af-
fairs. . . . Any effort, from here on out, to keep the Negro in his ‘place’ 
can only have the most extreme and unlucky repercussions.”27

	 The United States nonetheless attempted to employ jazz in emerg-
ing African states to display the resilience of American culture and 
promote the idea of “jazzocracy.” Late in 1962 a black 1920s style New 
Orleans jazz band—Cozy Cole’s jazz review—traveled throughout Af-
rica on an official tour.28 Cole toured from October 1962 until early 
1963, in the wake of the Cuban missile crisis. He promoted an image 
of American prosperity and cultural abundance as he brought jazz to 
new parts of the globe. During his concerts, the immense appeal of 
jazz among African youth became clear. Even French youth in Mar-
rakech, “quite out of character for the French,” were “screaming like 
demented banshees” when he performed. They “tried to hoist a bat-
tered Cozy Cole to their shoulders and parade him around the stage.”29 
Variety portrayed Cole’s tour as an impressive feat—“top cultural di-
plomacy.”30 Cole’s astounding tour became one of the most successful 
U.S. cultural presentations in Africa in the 1960s.31

	 As Cole triumphed abroad, however, tensions between contain-
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ment and the color line continued to undercut the viability of jazz di-
plomacy. Early in 1963 Kennedy delivered his evocative “Special Mes-
sage to the Congress on Civil Rights.” In it, he declared, “Let it be clear, 
in our own hearts and minds, that it is not merely because of the Cold 
War, and not merely because of the economic waste of discrimination, 
that we are committed to achieving true equality of opportunity. The 
basic reason is because it is right.”32

	 Martin Luther King Jr. expressed similar sentiments when he led 
the historic March on Washington and gave his momentous “I have 
a dream” speech. King enunciated his “dream” for “an oasis of free-
dom” in southern states and for a nation of equality among people. 
Historian David J. Garrow characterized the speech as the “rhetorical 
achievement of a lifetime.”33 As USIA covered these events in radio 
broadcasts and other media, honorary marches took place worldwide, 
and many notable black artists living abroad expressed reverence for 
King’s pronouncements. They included James Baldwin, who admired 
King’s march from a nightclub in Paris. Numerous American jazz mu-
sicians had attended a meeting that Baldwin organized to show sup-
port for King’s march and to fervently embrace the African American 
cause. Even actor Anthony Quinn became involved in the meeting.34 
Poet Maya Angelou and other cultural figures showed their support 
from Accra, Ghana.35

	 Kennedy’s and King’s civil rights initiatives met with praise in such 
countries as Chad, where the American mission showed Press Confer-
ence USA, a film about race relations. African officials, students, and 
friends heartily commended Kennedy’s civil rights efforts. The mis-
sion also displayed an exhibit of King on a main street in front of the 
mission.36 The reporting officer, however, expressed an elitist attitude 
toward Chadian people when describing the film’s impact. He claimed 
that “so few Chadians have any background at all to understand the 
detailed ramifications and nuances of U.S. race relations that the high 
principles and humanistic philosophy of a Dr. King would surely—and 
so easily—drop out of sight in the well of Chadian ignorance on the 
subject.”37

	 Thus, although many new nations seemed impressed by how the 
U.S. government had “gone to bat for the Negro,” they recognized that 
a crisis of American mores endured.38 How could black art embody 
the soul of American culture and the essence of American civilization 
when black Americans were an ill-treated people? As an “intellectual 
heavyweight” in “the purist sense of the word,” W. E. B. DuBois, who 
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became a Ghanaian citizen in 1963, had foreshadowed the cultural 
contradictions that emerged in the Cold War arena.39 In 1923 he de-
clared that

art is not simply a work of art, it is the spirit that knows Beauty, that has 
music in its soul and the color of sunsets in its handkerchiefs; that can 
dance on a flaming world and make the world dance, too. Such is the soul 
of the Negro. . . .
  This is the best expression of the civilization in which the white race 
finds itself today. This is what the white world means by culture.40

	 This paradox became even more glaring after a civil rights march in 
Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963, where police used water guns, police 
dogs, and fire hoses to disperse peaceful protesters. Kennedy ordered 
federal marshals to the city to quell the violence, and the Soviet Union 
capitalized on this incident with sweltering anti-American propagan-
da. Moreover, on May 21 the governor of Alabama, George Wallace, 
attempted to prevent the integration of the summer session of the 
University of Alabama. Such incidents starkly undercut the message 
of racial progress that the United States Information Agency (USIA) 
attempted to portray in propaganda campaigns and led many world 
leaders to reassess their support for American policies.41 In the wake 
of racial unrest, freedom rides, student protests, marches, church 
bombings, and the missile crisis, such officials as Mark B. Lewis, Pub-
lic Affairs Officer (PAO) to Ghana, pointed out that, overall, Birming-
ham had significantly harmed the American image and resulted in 
“lost ground.” He called the consequences of the episode “serious”; in 
Lewis’s view, although cultural presentations often “enhance[d]” the 
American image and such incidents as Oxford resulted in an exalted 
view of President Kennedy “even in the leftist press,” the paradox of 
race in America had manifested itself on the world stage too frequent-
ly.42

	 On June 11, 1963, shortly after Birmingham, President Kennedy 
spoke to such issues in his “landmark” civil rights address. In a tele-
vised speech, he declared, “We preach freedom around the world, and 
we mean it, and we cherish our freedom here at home, but are we to 
say to the world, and much more importantly, to each other that this 
is a land of the free except for the Negroes; that we have no second-
class citizens except Negroes; that we have no class or caste system, no 
ghettos, no master race, except with respect to Negroes?”43
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	 Kennedy likewise addressed the public about the horrors of nuclear 
war and the importance of arms control with the Soviet Union. His 
speech met with international praise. He expressed the view that both 
harmonious race relations and arms control, if achieved, could help 
sustain more prosperous relations with the Soviet Union.44 In a circu-
lar to all diplomatic posts, Secretary of State Dean Rusk revealed that 
he shared these views. He asserted that in order to counter negative 
reactions to American racism, the United States had to take “decisive 
action.”45 Further, in an address to the Senate Commerce Committee 
in June, Rusk professed that “discrimination because of race, religion, 
and national origin was simply incompatible with American democ-
racy. But I also argued that how we handled civil rights in the United 
States strongly influenced our relations with the rest of the world.”46

	 When Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina “asked” Rusk 
if he “favored recent civil rights demonstrations and marches,” Rusk 
remarked, “Well, Senator, . . . I would not wish to make a blanket state-
ment, but if I were denied what our Negro citizens are denied, I would 
demonstrate.” Rusk recalled that “Thurmond was horrified.”47

	 Amid these passionate declarations by America’s stanch Cold 
Warriors, the paradox of race again deepened when, on September 
15, 1963, four young black girls were killed after white supremacists 
bombed the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham. This 
brutal event profoundly reinforced the image of the United States as 
a cultural wasteland. As President Kennedy expressed his “outrage,” 
the Soviet Union energetically lambasted the incident.48 In the jazz 
world, the paradox of race most poignantly reverberated on the world 
stage when Duke Ellington brought the message of “jazzocracy” to the 
Middle East on an official tour. Ellington met with resounding praise 
worldwide. A remarkable feat in a fretful Cold War world, Ellington 
convincingly portrayed the idea of American cultural exceptionalism 
to foreign peoples.49 He reflected on his travels in his memoirs. In his 
“Notes on the State Department Tour”—an “eloquent, descriptive, 
vivid, portrait” of his trip—he described how he admired the “riches” 
and “splendor” of the region in which he performed. He further pro-
claimed that “we [were] not required to restrain ourselves in the ex-
pression of our personal, political, social, or religious views. As citi-
zens of a great country, there [were] no restrictions on our tongues. 
We [were] to speak as we think in or out of favor of the U.S.” He also 
characterized his performances as “haunting, formidable, beautiful, 
and compelling.”50 The Foreign Service Journal declared many years 
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later that Ellington had triumphed during a pivotal moment in the 
Cold War.51 However, 1963 ultimately became a turbulent year for jazz 
diplomacy. During Ellington’s travels, on November 22, President 
Kennedy was assassinated, and the remainder of the tour had to be 
canceled.
	 Against the backdrop of unyielding domestic unrest, the Ameri-
can image waned to such an extent that cultural policy makers saw 
the need to drastically redirect cultural containment policies. As early 
as January 1963 Variety had claimed that the State Department had 
ordered a moratorium on all cultural tours, while in February Down 
Beat reported that the government planned to dismantle the cultural 
program.52 By the middle of the year, the CU underwent vast changes, 
and the cultural Cold War nearly come to a halt. This occurred for 
several reasons. First, the CU had sent surveys to embassies around 
the world to reexamine cultural affairs, and numerous embassies 
generated critical accounts of cultural efforts. Second, the CU fired 
ANTA, which had administered the program since its inception, and 
reactivated the Advisory Committee on the Arts (ACA).53 Though es-
tablished in 1954, the ACA had remained inert until 1963.54 Equally 
important, some members of the music panel, which had become 
increasingly divided between “kulturalists” and informationalists, at-
tacked the competence of PAOs in Africa, contending that they did 
not understand the role of jazz or black artists in cultural affairs and 
that their elitism undermined cultural efforts.55 In March 1963 even 
the director of the Cultural Presentations Program (CPP) exclaimed 
that “Africa is Africa, whether it is North, Central, or South.”56 On an-
other occasion, he retorted that Africans knew only “the beat, rhythm, 
and missionary hymns” and called Armstrong’s jazz meaningless to 
Africans. A member of the musical panel criticized what he saw as the 
panel’s blatant ethnocentrism, declaring that it approached Africa “as 
if it were some dark continent.”57 Fourth, officials believed that U.S.-
Soviet competition for the allegiance of African leaders called for a 
shift in jazz diplomacy—by the end of 1963 over thirty African coun-
tries had become independent.58 American officials surmised that 
jazz diplomacy could no longer engender the support of educated 
leaders and intellectuals. Not only had the Communists—the Soviet 
Union and China—immersed Africa with stupendous cultural prod-
ucts, but Europe also often sent various “sophisticated” performing 
arts troupes to the continent: Germany sponsored a chamber music 
group, while England sent a Shakespearean company. It seemed that 
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much of Africa remained steeped in the more “sophisticated” cultures 
of France, Belgium, Spain, and the Netherlands. Thus, to successfully 
achieve American aims, the CU advocated sending “sophisticated” ex-
amples of American “high culture” to Africa, including an orchestra 
or a chamber group.59 Lastly, the paradox of jazz diplomacy had be-
come so deleterious to the American image that the CU deemed it had 
“saturated” Africa with jazz—it did not want to further reinforce this 
paradox by endorsing the notion that jazz was all the United States 
had to offer.60 These developments consequently led the CU to sus-
pend all jazz tours.
	 This decision precipitated the most explosive controversy the 
American cultural bureaucracy had seen since the inception of Eisen-
hower’s CPP. The State Department acquired complete responsibil-
ity for administering the CPP. Thereafter, it appointed Roy E. Larsen, 
chair of the executive committee of Time Inc., as the new ACA chair, 
and Glenn G. Wolfe, a foreign service officer, as the new director of 
the Office of Cultural Presentations.61 Additionally, Lucius D. Battle, 
who later served as an ambassador to Egypt, had taken the helm as 
assistant secretary of state for educational and cultural affairs in June 
1962. The CU requested that Larsen and Wolfe thoroughly reexamine 
American policies toward the appropriation of the performing arts.62

	 Larsen and Wolfe prepared an extensive report in which they cen-
sured the informationalist view of diplomacy and called for an inter-
natonalist approach to cultural affairs. They succinctly distinguished 
between the artistic and political purposes of cultural policy. They 
urged that the use of art remain “apolitical” despite the CPP’S “broad 
political purposes.” They also discouraged cultural affairs from be-
coming an instrument of anti-Soviet political propaganda, advocat-
ing instead that artists appeal directly to a nation’s people—“in the 
capitals, cities, and . . . villages”—with cultural, not political, aims in 
mind. Such contacts would enable American artists to grow “closer” 
to citizens of other countries. Additionally, they discouraged “com-
petitive displays of cultural accomplishment,” calling them “wasteful.” 
Newly independent nations, they claimed, remained eager for contact 
with American culture. Therefore the United States could focus on 
showcasing its unique character, vitality, and exuberance by illustrat-
ing the ability of a democracy, “a free people,” to nurture a “flourishing 
national culture.” The “highest peaceful arts” could help instill a vision 
of a common future with new governments and inspire them to em-
brace the American cultural ethos. They contended that the universal 
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language of the arts, by “breaking down social and political barriers,” 
would gradually lead others to accept American “ideals and objec-
tives.” Moreover, by appealing to intellectuals, according to Larsen 
and Wolfe, American ideas would gradually filter down to the masses 
and eventually “become generally accepted.” Finally, they encouraged 
American officials to make constant attempts to “convey and reconvey 
. . . the reality of American cultural conditions until it finally replaces 
legend,” for “[o]ld myths, fictions, and stereotypes die very hard.”63

	 As the CPP underwent rigorous scrutiny and fell prey to debates 
between Cold War “kulturalists” and informationalists, Kennedy es-
poused an internationalist view toward the arts. In an eloquent state-
ment at Amherst College in October 1963, he expressed the opinion 
that the arts should help build bridges of understanding rather than 
serve as a political tool. Kennedy declared that the arts were the “fiber 
of our national life” and asserted, “I see little of more importance to 
the future of our country and our civilization than full recognition of 
the place of the artist.” He urged American citizens to “never forget 
that art is not a form of propaganda; it is a form of truth,” and “[i]n 
serving his vision of the truth, the artist best serves his nation.” He 
further proclaimed that “in a free society, art is not a weapon and it 
does not belong to the sphere of polemics and ideology.” He hoped for 
“an America which commands respect throughout the world not only 
for its strength but for its civilization as well.” He looked “forward to a 
world which [would] be safe not only for democracy and diversity but 
also for personal distinction.”64

	 By the end of 1963 cultural internationalists had expressed a clear 
voice in American policy and challenged Cold War cultural ideologues 
to reframe cultural containment policy. James Baldwin alluded to the 
impact of such a paradox on the country when he proclaimed:

the nation has spent a large part of its time and energy looking away from 
one of the principal facts of life. This failure to look reality in the face di-
minishes a nation as it diminishes a person, and it can only be described 
as unmanly. And in exactly the same way that the South imagines that 
it “knows” the Negro, the North imagines that it has set him free. Both 
camps are deluded. Human freedom is a complex, difficult—and private—
thing. If we can liken life, for a moment to a furnace, then freedom is the 
fire which burns away illusion.65

	 In succeeding years, policy makers reassessed jazz diplomacy as 
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U.S. involvement in Vietnam escalated. By 1964, with jazz on hold, 
President Lyndon B. Johnson pledged to continue Kennedy’s legacy 
and vowed to defeat Communism in Asia.66 At the same time, the 
world witnessed Johnson’s keen efforts to pass Kennedy’s civil rights 
bill as his commitment to ensuring equality and a better life for Af-
rican Americans deepened.67 Blacks fought for and exercised their 
right to vote, employing a variety of tactics to secure their civil liber-
ties, from nonviolent protests to the rallies of Stokely Carmichael and 
SNCC. The rise of Malcolm X, Black Power, and the Black Panther 
Party added to the social and political fray.68

	 As racial violence permeated the American social landscape, Sec-
retary of State Rusk extolled Kennedy and Johnson because they both 
“encouraged us to do what we could in our personal and official lives 
to promote social justice.” Rusk expressed the view that “we live un-
der the . . . light of world publicity, partly because of our power and 
position but also because we have committed ourselves historically to 
these simple notions of freedom, still the most explosive political ideas 
in the world.”69 Likewise, jazz musicians—from avant-garde to the tra-
ditional devotees—grappled to redefine their niche in America’s new 
and volatile social order. While the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 markedly enhanced the declin-
ing image of the United States and boldly symbolized the American 
commitment to racial equality, in the words of George Fredrickson, 
they ultimately “failed” to redress black Americans’ problems. The 
consequent “aftermath” of the “ghetto insurrections of 1965—1968” 
“encouraged a bitter and rebellious mood in the black urban commu-
nities of the North and West.”70 Thus the Soviet Union continued its 
“digs” at American democracy and further exploited renowned civil 
rights events in extensive propaganda campaigns. Despite USIA ef-
forts, many Soviet people still believed that Americans treated Afri-
can American citizens “no better than . . . caged animal[s].”71

	 Johnson felt a formidable tension: he believed that “as President 
and as a man, I would use every ounce of strength I possessed to gain 
justice for the black American.” And he observed that although “the 
barriers of freedom began tumbling down,” “[t]he long history of Ne-
gro-white relations had entered a new and more bewildering stage.”72 
Exemplifying this dynamic, in February 1964 Martin Luther King Jr. 
was jailed in Selma, Alabama, and later that year he received the No-
bel Peace Prize in Norway.73

	 Westerners like the French also expressed increased “sensitivity 
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and resentment” toward U.S. initiatives, especially in Africa.74 This 
rift in Franco-American relations arose in Conakry, for example, as 
American visitors felt tensions “in the boat club and the tennis club 
and in all their contacts with the French.”75 Moreover, although U.S. 
cultural containment policy continued to foster Africa’s “reliance on 
the West” and encouraged social progress along nonracial lines, such 
events as the murder of civil rights activist Medgar Evars generated 
an “emotional content of criticism” not before seen.76 Newspapers like 
the Ghanaian Times “flay[ed] the U.S., American capitalism, Ameri-
can civilization, and U.S. society generally.” Time and Newsweek com-
mented that the dilemma of race demanded elimination, not “croco-
dile tears.”77

	 Malcolm X’s travels to Africa and Europe in 1964 caused further 
concern among American officials who believed that his activities un-
dermined Cold War policies—he reportedly reiterated the “evils” of 
“Americanism” and underscored the harsh realities of black life in the 
United States. In 1965 the State Department sent James Farmer, presi-
dent of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), to Africa to counter 
Malcolm X’s provocative statements; he and many American speakers 
attempted to redefine the American ethos on the continent.78 While 
speaking in Chad in 1964, for example, an American specialist lec-
turer, Raleigh Morgan, a language professor at Howard University, as-
serted that American courts did as much as possible to improve racial 
problems in the United States.79

	 Such speakers became important in shaping cultural containment 
in part because African students abroad often fervently denounced 
discrimination in the United States. Some ardently defended Soviet 
socialism. These vocal declarations significantly influenced the cultur-
al dynamics between the United States and its North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) allies. In 1964 African students in France—from 
Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia—who denounced American race rela-
tions, according to Carl T. Rowan, held the United States “last in gen-
eral esteem” with regard to racial progress in Western countries. The 
students ranked France and the Soviet Union higher than the United 
States in the area of cultural achievement.80

	 Likewise, an African student in the Soviet Union criticized U.S. race 
relations and defended the Soviet Union when commenting on an ar-
ticle entitled “The African Revolt.” Published in an African newspaper, 
the article sharply denounced the Soviet’s treatment of blacks.81 The 
Soviets feared the article might exert influence in parts of Africa and 
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Asia because of its graphic depictions of racial conflicts. In response, 
the student published an article in Izvestia claiming that discrimina-
tion did not exist in the Soviet Union; he simultaneously took “the 
expected swipe at racial discrimination” in the United States. He de-
clared that in his opinion, the United States “would do better [to] try 
first to do anything to help your courageous countrymen, American 
Negroes, and then examine the imaginary discrimination in the Soviet 
Union.” He also pointed out how Africans in the United States were 
“forced out of restaurants and hotels and beaten up.” Even in Europe, 
he claimed, blacks suffered injustices perpetuated by American sol-
diers. The Soviet Union, he argued, contributed to the struggle against 
colonialism and racism.82 Many African students abroad shared these 
critical views.83

	 To counter the impact of such views, American officials often 
sponsored informal discussions among youth in Africa and Europe. 
The American ambassador in Paris attended the premiere of In White 
America, a documentary recital of the history of African Americans 
produced by the Paris Theater Workshop. Blacks and whites in Paris 
also formed an informal group called Paris Supports American Racial 
Integration, or P.S. The group declared that it would raise money to 
help those who fought for racial justice in the United States. It praised 
such events as the March on Washington.84

	 Yet U.S. support for such initiatives seemed less tenable after an-
other compelling racial incident severely damaged American prestige: 
Bloody Sunday. In March 1965, during a protest march in Selma, Ala-
bama, whites physically assaulted scores of black and white protes-
tors, and policemen even killed a black man who demonstrated for 
civil rights. State troopers simultaneously blocked the marchers, beat-
ing them with nightsticks and diffusing them with tear gas when they 
refused to disperse.85

	 The rueful events in Selma led President Johnson to make noble 
attempts to counter worldwide criticism of the country. He addressed 
the U.S. Congress in a provocative speech, “The American Promise,” 
recalling in his memoirs that he “wanted to talk from [his] own heart, 
from [his] own experience.”86 In his address, he invoked the legacy of 
Abraham Lincoln and proclaimed that the United States had an obli-
gation to fulfill the promise of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. 
He asserted that “the time of justice has now come. I tell you I believe 
sincerely that no force can hold it back. . . . Equality depends not on 
force of arms or tear gas but upon the force of moral[ity]; not on re-
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course to violence but on respect for law and order. . . . All of America 
must have the privileges of citizenship regardless of race.” He further 
insisted that “rarely are we met with a challenge, not to our growth 
or abundance, our welfare or our security, but rather to the values 
and the purposes and the meaning of our beloved nation. The issue 
of equal rights for American Negroes is such an issue. [If ] the U.S. 
does not attend to this . . . [w]e will have failed as a people and as a na-
tion.”87 Johnson sent this speech to all African leaders, and it became 
a hallmark of his symbolic diplomacy, thereby revealing the extent to 
which the race crisis in the United States had become an acute crisis 
of American values.88 In a similar vein, Louis Armstrong denounced 
the racial injustice in Selma when visiting Copenhagen and Prague. 
In Copenhagen, he told a reporter that he “became physically ill af-
ter watching a television news program showing Selma Police action 
against civil rights marchers in the Alabama city.” He also proclaimed 
that “they would beat me . . . if I marched.”89

	 Another jazz pioneer, Archie Schepp, saw a disturbing link between 
violence toward blacks in the United States and the bombing of the 
North Vietnamese. He noted that in both instances, violence emerged 
against peoples of color engaged in ardent freedom struggles. He  
stated:

I am for the moment a helpless witness to the bloody massacres of my 
people on streets that run from Hayneville through Harlem. . . . But I am 
more than the images you superimpose on me, the despair that you inflict. 
I am the persistent insistence of the human heart to be free. I wish to re-
gain that cherished dignity that was always mine. My esthetic answer to 
your lies about me is a simple one: you can no longer defer my dream. I’m 
gonna sing it. Dance it. Scream it. And if need be, I’ll steal it from this very 
earth. . . . Our vindication will be black, as Fidel is black, as Ho Chi Minh 
is black.90

“The racial dimension of the Vietnam war” thus caused grave concern 
among black artists, some of whom embraced Marxist principles to 
ease the political and intellectual burden of democracy.91

	 Racial incidents simultaneously highlighted what Walter LaFeber 
calls “a glaring, embarrassing contradiction at the center of U.S. policy 
in Africa”—American support for the apartheid government in South 
Africa.92 South Africa condemned international efforts to end apart-
heid and reaffirmed its commitment to white rule. A resolution is-
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sued by the Organization of African Unity, which was established in 
May 1963, equated the United States morally with South Africa. In 
South Africa, civil rights were equated with rebellion, and with the 
widespread suppression of civil rights in the United States, racial “re-
pression” in South Africa buttressed relations between the two coun-
tries. In this respect, the two countries resembled one another more 
than any other two countries in the postwar era.93 The United States 
sought to preserve strategic and economic interests in South Africa 
as it attempted to define a “middle road” with regard to South African 
apartheid. In later decades, as George Frederickson has illuminated, 
the Black Power and civil rights movements in the United States gave 
impetus to the movement for black freedom in South Africa.94

	 South Africa made a deep impression on such African American 
artists as Canada Lee and Sidney Poitier; both traveled to the country 
to film Cry the Beloved Country. During their travels, they witnessed 
the barbaric treatment of South Africa’s black population.95 Even such 
jazz musicians as Miles Davis deemed that American racism and 
South African racism were “the same.”96 In this context, policy makers 
saw great value in “working with non-white artists” in the country, 
such as those at the Union Artist Organization. They sought to foster 
their goodwill, trust, and respect.97

	 The racial conundrum in southern Africa caused cultural tensions 
to escalate further in 1964 and 1965. In January 1964 American offi-
cials became aware of a letter protesting the scheduled appearance of 
the popular singers Chubby Checker and Nat “King” Cole in southern 
Africa. Ironically, jazz had already gained tremendous popularity in 
some of southern Africa’s cultural centers, including Johannesburg. 
When the American consul general in Salisbury became aware of the 
“Warning Letter Addressed to Nat ‘King’ Cole and Chubby Check-
er,” he requested police protection for the singers.98 The protesters 
criticized the fact that black Americans could accept an invitation to 
perform in Portuguese-controlled Mozambique and Angola. They ab-
horred the idea that during such a controversial era, blacks would play 
for whites “just for the sake of a dollar or a pat on the shoulder.” They 
believed that the “Portuguese regard[ed] the black people as beasts” 
and that it was “as certain as the sun rises that [they were] going to 
entertain Portuguese soldiers who spend the whole day shooting black 
people.” To the letter writers, blacks seemed “not unlike slaves.”99

	 In light of such disputes, many performers refused to perform 
in southern Africa. The white British singers Dusty Springfield and 
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Adam Faith declined a tour to South Africa because of stipulations 
that they had to play before segregated audiences. The prime minister 
of South Africa refused to allow the performers to insist on integrated 
audiences and thus “dictate” his international stance on the issue.100

	 American efforts to redress these paradoxes grew more complex 
as Communist initiatives remained unyielding—cultural groups, in-
cluding Soviet dancers and acrobats, as well as the Chinese acrobatic 
troupe, performed throughout the world.101 Furthermore, cultural 
containment had not decreased Europe’s “cultural monopoly” in Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America.102 The CU made attempts to reinvigorate 
cultural efforts in such places as Cotonou, Dahomey, where the mis-
sion opened two USIS clubs, the John F. Kennedy Club and the Coto-
nou Music Club. It sponsored numerous events frequently attended 
by keen jazz fans. Some members even lectured on jazz, while others 
received jazz recordings and instruments.103

	 American officials urged that the United States redefine cultural 
containment policy just as an urban uprising in Watts, California, 
shocked the world—thousands of blacks looted the city, and the Na-
tional Guard was summoned to quell the violence. In addition, cul-
tural and racial borders boorishly surfaced in the American jazz world 
when the Pulitzer Prize Committee at Columbia University denied 
Duke Ellington a Pulitzer Prize. Nat Hentoff, a prominent jazz crit-
ic, averred in the New York Times Magazine that the decision repre-
sented a grave injustice, for Ellington and his music keenly spoke to 
what it meant to be both American and African American.104 In Cats 
of Any Color, jazz scholar Gene Lees illuminates that the paradigm of 
black invisibility frequently guided the decisions of the jazz establish-
ment.105 Ralph Ellison, author of the American classic The Invisible 
Man, also saw a clear bias against Ellington in the committee’s deci-
sion and indicted the American musical establishment. He declared 
that “it would seem that Ellington’s greatness has been recognized by 
everyone except those charged with recognizing musical excellence 
at the highest levels.”106 Composer Aaron Copeland expressed similar 
regrets. Showing his characteristic aplomb, however, Ellington told 
Newsweek, “I’ve absolutely no disappointment. . . . Fate’s trying to keep 
me from becoming too famous, too young.”107

	 The racial divide in the jazz world became accentuated by criticism 
of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, which especially surfaced at home 
and abroad in August 1964 after the Gulf of Tonkin incident. After al-
leging that the North Vietnamese attacked U.S. ships in the gulf, John-
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son enunciated—and the U.S. Congress passed—the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution, which approved of U.S. military action in the absence of 
a declaration of war. While praised at home, it met with worldwide 
calumny.108 President Johnson asserted that as domestic and inter-
national incidents developed, “it was clear from the viewpoint of the 
Presidency at least, that both events foreshadowed dark days of trial 
ahead. I believed that the nation could successfully weather the or-
deals it faced only if the people were united.”109 The Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution underscored the image of American aggression and milita-
ristic anti-Communism.110 Johnson became especially divided after he 
ordered that troops be deployed in Vietnam in mid-1965 and initiated 
an extensive bombing campaign, “Operation Rolling Thunder,” in the 
North.111 U.S. military escalation in Vietnam changed world opinion of 
the United States to such an extent that American involvement in the 
war eventually dwarfed the impact of racial events on the American 
image. In the mid-1960s, the paradox of Vietnam replaced the paradox 
of race on the world stage, and Vietnam became the linchpin by which 
the world measured American credibility as a democracy.112

	 The dual injustices of racism at home and the Vietnam War abroad 
gave rise to a new era of cultural expression. Jazz musicians, artists, 
and cultural pacifists used their music and art to challenge the status 
quo.113 Musicians like Archie Schepp, Duke Ellington, and Cecil Taylor 
wrestled to embrace their responsibility to promote social activism 
while helping to reshape society and achieve greater order and stabili-
ty in public life.114 Sonny Greer observed that through the years, “Duke 
has been deeply concerned about his race and its problems.” Ellington 
asserted in the mid-1960s that “you’re supposed to command respect 
for the race, whatever you do.”115 Similarly, such jazz innovators as John 
Coltrane also hoped that music could help transcend the racial di-
vide. Through his “sonic exploration,” he reached new structural and 
expressive heights with such tunes as “A Love Supreme,” and he ac-
quired a plethora of new devotees. Reflecting his spiritual evolution 
toward utopian idealism, he also professed that “if [someone] loves 
our music,” it “has nothing to do with questions of skin color.” It is “an 
expression of higher ideals, to me. So therefore, brotherhood is there. 
. . . With brotherhood, there would be no war.”116

	 In this new context, while depicting the “brutally honest” facets of 
American cultural life, cultural policy makers focused more keenly 
on portraying how the United States attempted to “change things.”117 
In Ghana, after Nkrumah’s overthrow in 1966, the CU encouraged 
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“meaningful communication” with the youth abroad while exposing 
them to certain ideas about peace and democracy; it underscored 
“practical” ideals guided by an open, fair, and just notion of human 
rights in which race relations appeared to improve day after day more 
quickly than in the past.118 Not surprisingly, the topic of the Vietnam 
War often arose in international discussions abroad. In London, Af-
rican and European students inquired about “Vietnam, Watts, [and] 
Kennedy.” American visitors, such as Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, law-
yer Wiley Branton, sociologist C. Eric Lincoln, and writer Langston 
Hughes, explored such questions in their conversations with English 
audiences.119 Such topics also came to light in November 1966 during 
an embassy meeting with youth at a counselor officer’s residence in 
Lumbumbashi, Democratic Republic of the Congo.120

	 Amid controversy, black artists continued to transform the global 
context of cultural affairs, which became increasingly multifaceted 
with the rise of Little Richard, Elvis, Bob Dylan, the Beatles, Abby Lin-
coln, and the “Motown Sound” of Stevie Wonder, Smokey Robinson, 
and the Supremes, among others. American popular music moved 
into new venues, and new forms of African American culture increas-
ingly grew popular around the world. Significantly, public taste for be-
bop, hard-bop, and cool jazz declined, and jazz lost its audiences to 
rock and roll. Many reminisced about Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit” 
and the popular Café Society of the 1950s.121 Still, big bands like El-
lington’s orchestra toured Europe extensively, and musicians like sax-
ophonist Johnny Hodges, pianist Jimmy Jones, and others felt widely 
accepted. Jones recalls a lively performance in Italy with Ellington and 
Ella Fitzgerald. Although not void of bigotry, many European cities 
offered African Americans a venue for expressive freedom markedly 
unfettered by the constraints of institutionalized racism.122

	 Paris, however, remained a place where black people from all over 
the world met to share their artistry and discuss transnational cul-
tural developments.123 Shortly after President Johnson took office, 
American expatriate Josephine Baker spoke for the group “Americans 
Abroad for Johnson” at a rally given at the Eiffel Tower Restaurant 
in Paris, duly expressing her hopes for racial equality in the United 
States.124 Typifying a more open racial atmosphere, according to Tyler 
Stovall in Paris Noir, Paris presented

an alternate model of black experience, [and] underscores the centrality of 
race in American history: blacks in the French capital were able to achieve 
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a level of success usually unavailable to either brothers and sisters in the 
States. . . . [T]he fact remains that in different ways most African Ameri-
cans in Paris have not only enjoyed life there, but derived something of 
value from the experience.
  . . . [T]he black American community in Paris has been an exceptionally 
accomplished one . . . [and] symbolized the potential of African American 
life in general once it is fully liberated from the shackles of racism.125

	
	 Aware of the vibrant transnational expansion of black culture, the 
CU again reevaluated the efficacy of jazz diplomacy. In a policy state-
ment, the CU defended the power of jazz and black cultural products 
in promoting American Cold War aims; it declared that “in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa, the performing arts are in a very early stage of develop-
ment. A new culture is emerging, blending the old African culture 
with modern influences. American performers, particularly Negroes 
and American films, have been an important element in this mod-
ern influence.”126 The CU pointed to the power of jazz diplomacy in 
another pivotal policy statement when it noted that “American jazz 
is a unique contribution of this country to the world’s cultural scene. 
It is a form of art universally known and appreciated. It is eminently 
designed to meet the human urge for and love of rhythm. It is in a 
sense the truest form of individually improvised music that merges 
into a joint presentation of artists that have the gifts of skill, musical 
talent, rhythm and the feeling for team work.”127 Moreover, the CU 
acknowledged that the globalization of jazz and black culture amid 
the international turmoil of the mid-1960s signified an important link 
between race, jazz, and cultural containment. It claimed that

we were aware of the fact that an integrated group of performers could go a 
long way to put the race question in the United States into proper perspec-
tive. Two entertainment acts, the Shirleys and the Riches, were selected not 
only because of their artistic standing, but also because they projected the 
image of the out-going friendly Americans and of a fine American family. 
. . . The Vice President of the Republic of Niger told our Ambassador that 
the Cozy Cole group was the most effective weapon against the di-tribes 
[sic] of radio Moscow with obvious reference to the race problem.128

	 This surge in internationalism, which had gained momentum in 
1963, impelled the CU to reintroduce jazz in cultural policy. It attempt-
ed to reestablish jazz as a symbol of American prosperity, surmising 
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that “jazzocracy” might serve as the best way to bolster the American 
image in the new context of race and the Vietnam War. An official in 
Adana reported on the “new youth cultural center” and noted that 
when the USIS launched the Adana Jazz Club, fifty-five “young peo-
ple” attended the opening. The USIS also sponsored monthly meet-
ings in the American Library, where local jazz enthusiasts could listen 
to American music and foster camaraderie.129

	 Nonetheless, the CU’s choice of bands for the next jazz tours re-
inforced the notion that, despite its awareness of the importance of 
black cultural production in the mid-1960s, the CU was still playing it 
safe: it chose Woody Herman, a white leader of a New Orleans-style 
jazz orchestra, for the next jazz tour to Africa, and a black group, led 
by Earl Hines, to travel to the Soviet Union.
	 In the wake of these tours, the themes of jazz and internationalism 
continued to permeate cultural policy debates, and President Johnson 
keenly recognized the critical role culture played in “thawing the cold 
war.” He avidly declared that

groups like the Philadelphia Orchestra played for Soviet audiences[;] while 
the Bolshoi Ballet danced for Americans, Van Cliburn played the piano in 
Moscow; David Oistrakh played the violin in New York. Each country sent 
the other exhibits of its goods and its best technology. A relatively small 
but significant number of Americans and Russians got to know each other 
and came to realize that men and women on the other side of the Iron Cur-
tain were much like themselves.130

Johnson shared the convictions of ardent internationalists in the 
cultural establishment: Charles Ellison, the director of the Office of 
Cultural Presentations in 1965, and Charles Frankel, the assistant 
secretary of educational and cultural affairs in 1966. Void of elitism, 
like Larsen and Wolfe, they expounded upon cultural affairs by ex-
tolling how the appropriation of the performing arts helped bolster 
the American ethos abroad. Ellison called attention to the “power of 
music and the arts” to influence foreign affairs. Such cultural prod-
ucts as the symphony, music festivals, Broadway theater, ballet and 
modern dance, and jazz and folk artists typified the cultural forces of 
the Cold War world. Most important, he defined culture as a mode of 
living to which musical achievement remained integral. He asserted 
that a nation must “have a way of life that is respected and is capable 
of meaningful communication with other nations at many levels” if it 
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is to serve as a “leader in world affairs.” And “music, which is univer-
sal, has an important place in that way of life.” Also, he claimed that 
it was doubtful that a “society of the future can be truly great if its 
arts are not.” In this vein, Ellison exalted the potential of culture to 
shape world societies in the 1960s, a decade in which he believed the 
arts had become more important than in the past. Although the arts 
could not solve all of the difficulties wrought by the Cold War, they 
could “serve as a solvent—if not a solution—and [could] help to wear 
away, slowly and over time, the impressions and misunderstandings 
among men that so often make their problems.” With the increased 
“world-wide interest in the arts,” Ellison beckoned American citizens 
to share the nation’s musical ethos with other people and avowed that 
the performing arts—like no other cultural form—could help the 
United States fulfill its worldwide cultural “mandate.” The arts could 
transcend all barriers—political, economic, social, and others—and 
reach people from all strata of society.131

	 In 1966 Charles Frankel echoed such sentiments in a lecture to the 
Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. Unlike Gordon Arneson in 
the early 1960s, he propounded an eloquent liberal defense of cultural 
internationalism. He insisted that music had become a component of 
American foreign relations not simply because of the changing char-
acter of American culture but also because of the changing character 
of diplomacy in the Cold War era. Frankel referred to this phenom-
enon as the “rise of citizen diplomacy,” which symbolized the trans-
formation of foreign affairs in the twentieth century. He characterized 
intercultural contact as the most “important single cause—some have 
even insisted the only cause—of the movement out of social inertia 
into social change.”132

	 Such change did not appear “accidental.” Cultures had not 
“triumphe[ed]” over others because of wars or empires rivaling each 
other, but because of the new era of “cultural traffic—of people, news, 
ideas, ideologies, fashions, machines, and passions.” These contacts, 
deeper and more extensive than in the past, resulted in a new interna-
tional “neighborhood” with “color and dimension.” In this new order, 
“less powerful” nations exerted cultural influence upon those more 
powerful. Frankel recommended that the United States redefine its 
national interest in terms of this cultural revolution: the “free exchange 
of ideas, the free movement of people, and the meeting of individuals 
as individuals without regard to borders” guided freedom struggles 
and shaped the movement toward democracy around the world.133
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	 As internationalism resurged, the CU recognized that jazz’s global 
appeal could help dissolve international borders in the new context of 
race and the Vietnam War: both the Soviet Union and the CU spon-
sored a myriad of artists at the Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar, Sen-
egal, in 1966. In his compelling “Dakar Journal,” Ellington extolled the 
transnational exchange, declaring that “after writing African music for 
thirty-five years, here I am at last in Africa.”134 Echoing this sentiment, 
Leopold Senghor, poet and president of Senegal, hailed negritude and 
Ellington in a homage to his music:

Oh! the dull beat of the rain on the leaves!
Just play me your “Solitude,” Duke till I cry myself to sleep!135

The impact of the jazz ethos had became apparent in many regions 
of the world—from Sweden to Japan, from Moscow to Canada, from 
Bulgaria to Thailand. In Stockholm, American jazz musician Oscar 
Brown performed at Stockholm’s most popular nightclub.136 In Japan, 
Ellington’s saxophonist Johnny Hodges became surprised by fervent 
and enthusiastic fans.137 The first jazz festival in Japan was produced 
in 1964 by manager and producer George Wein of Festival Produc-
tions.138 Canadians similarly appreciated jazz, as writer Philip Jack 
proclaimed in Coda, Canada’s jazz magazine. Many Americans per-
formed at the Monterrey Jazz Festival in Mexico in 1966.139 Likewise, 
jazz and Western cultural influence had inundated Chiengmai, Thai-
land, where boys and girls who referred to each other as “Chiko Chik-
kie” had begun “dressing in tight slacks and shirts loitering around 
together and generally tri[ed] to emulate their conception of beatniks 
and offbeats.”140 In Poznan, Poland, officials encountered problems 
with “hooliganism,” apparently because of the “riotous” influence of 
“Western music, films and dances,” prevalent in youth clubs.141

	 Such developments pointed to a proverbial intellectual debate in 
the jazz world that racked the CU internationalists: is jazz the intel-
lectual property of black jazz musicians, or is it the exclusive cultural 
property of “America,” with no racial distinction defined by the color 
of its practitioners?142 Even more, had jazz simply become the intel-
lectual property of world cultures?
	 By 1966 the CU’s embrace of the jazz ethos reflected its acknowl-
edgment that to fight the Cold War, the United States had to reclaim 
jazz as its own intellectual property. The CU recognized jazz as part 
of a worldwide artistic and intellectual phenomenon that prevailed 
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over language barriers, as American Cold Warriors attempted to dem-
onstrate the intellectual maturity of the United States while convey-
ing respect for new and emerging nations and peoples in the Soviet 
sphere. By the mid-1960s, unlike the 1950s, the pivotal impact of jazz 
internationalism had impelled the CU to embark on a new era of Cold 
War cultural expansion.



Chapter 5
Jazz Behind the Iron Curtain, 
1961–1966

Man, if they’d just let me run things my way, this world would be a swingin’ 
place.
	 —Louis Armstrong, 1961

Internationalist impulses strikingly intensified in the Soviet bloc as 
both modern and traditional jazz gained greater respectability. Amer-
ican and Soviet officials recognized the unyielding appeal of jazz 
among Soviet people as audiences markedly grew. Soviet jazz debates 
raged and often centered around jazz as Soviet intellectual proper-
ty. By the mid-1960s official cultural contacts with jazz and African 
American performers increased immeasurably amid the turmoil of 
the Vietnam War and contributed to a shift in America’s cultural pri-
orities—the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs (CU) increas-
ingly approached Soviet jazz in the context of internationalism and 
accordingly redefined its approach to cultural diplomacy with Soviet 
bloc nations. The United States confronted a Cold War arena with a 
complexity and a dimension not seen earlier.
	 To propel cultural containment into the Soviet sphere, American 
cultural activities often targeted those countries that had grown in-
creasingly independent from Moscow by espousing national Com-
munism in the 1950s and 1960s. Policy makers encouraged Eastern 
European countries to follow Yugoslavia’s example by claiming their 
political “freedom from Moscow” and by maintaining close cultural 
ties with the West.1 The Soviet Union’s pursuit of world Communism 
had created an ideological divide that inordinately heightened the un-
certainty of cultural affairs.2
	 Several African American performers embraced this uncertainty 
and traveled to the Soviet bloc countries, helping to buttress inter-
est in black cultural products. Francis W. Bakonyi, an African Ameri-
can singer, toured the Soviet bloc with a Bulgarian opera troupe late 
in 1961. Bakonyi was married to a Hungarian refugee.3 Likewise, the 
African American singer Margaret Tynes performed in Budapest in 
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January 1962 and, according to the U.S. mission, was met with warm 
praise. An official attributed her dramatic appeal not only to her ar-
tistic talent but also to Budapest’s “attempt to promote favor with” 
both African Americans and Africans. Her “hearty, rather than subtle” 
performances, her “unrestrained, sensuous” dancing, and “her acting 
a trifle ‘hammy’” while giving it her all engendered “popular enthu-
siasm.”4 Similarly, when opera singer Martina Arroyo toured Poland, 
she received an enthusiastic welcome in Szcezecin, Poznan, Kosza-
lin, Olsztyn, Bydgoszca, Wroclow, and Rzeszow.5 When the African 
American quintet the Platters toured Poland, Poles celebrated their 
performances in such cities as Gdansk, Krakow, and Lodz.6
	 Ironically, in December 1962 an American businessman recom-
mended that black businessmen travel to the Soviet Union to help 
counter what he saw as the negative stereotypes abroad of African 
Americans as merely “entertainers and athletes.”7 The assistant sec-
retary of cultural affairs agreed that black businessmen in the Soviet 
Union “might well be given greater authenticity” and dispel stereo-
typical images of African Americans.8
	 More poignant criticism of cultural and race relations stemmed 
from Eastern bloc visitors like Emil Herbst, who received a grant from 
the American Leader’s Program and who was in the United States 
during the Cuban missile crisis. He met with African Americans at 
Atlanta University and described the state attorney general as “a very 
intelligent man, a segregationist who defends with his heart what he 
knows in his mind to be wrong and doomed.” Herbst, according to a 
report, clearly came away from Atlanta with a measure of sympathetic 
understanding of the racial problem.9
	 Another visitor, M. Gornicki from Poland, also illuminated con-
troversial views of race, according to the Wall Street Journal. In an 
article, “Big Business Is Not against Integration,” the Journal declared 
that “Wall Street [Is] Cleared of Bias by a Pole.” It claimed that Gor-
nicki, who spent most of a four-month trip to the United States in the 
South, found it “a bit too much to see postage stamps of the Statue of 
Liberty and a liberty motto issued by a nation in which 20,000,000 
Negroes have a position of second class citizens.” Gornicki’s “scathing 
comment[s] about discrimination” suggested that Wall Street could 
help redress discrimination if it supported integration. This, he be-
lieved, could help boost markets. Overall, however, he proclaimed 
that he saw “no sign of [a] sunny dawn” in American race relations.10

	 Such views reflected the many ways in which cultural relations with 
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the Soviet bloc had become rife with paradoxes as American culture 
continued to thrive—especially after Khrushchev’s co-optation of jazz 
from 1956 to 1962.11 Edward L. Freers, chargé d’affaires ad interim in 
Moscow, pointed to the significance of such diplomatic developments 
as early as 1960 when the American musical My Fair Lady toured 
Russia. He asserted that Soviet people relished performances and that 
American culture had clearly triumphed in the country. Moreover, 
he argued that Cold War events inspired rather than detracted from 
warm personal relations among artists—many artists urged that “in 
spite of everything, let us continue to be friends and let us show you 
that we mean it.” The Soviet people, Freers avowed, regarded Ameri-
can culture as a “vital, many-sided, free, expressive, and multi talented 
force which is part of [the Soviet] way of life.”12

	 This dynamic became clear in 1964 after another African Ameri-
can opera singer, Betty Allen, also played to enthusiastic audiences 
in Bulgaria. The reporting officer appreciated her exceeding aplomb 
and her “warmth and [her] willingness to chat,” qualities that added 
to the goodwill of her visit. Richard E. Johnson, chargé d’affaires, as-
serted that “if the regime feared that her appearance might clash with 
the propaganda image of the American Negro, it seems strange that 
it would elect to fill the seats with its primary indoctrination target—
Bulgarian youth.” Allen sang classical music and African American 
spirituals.13 In the same year, however, official uproar arose in Bulgaria 
when an African American cabaret artist performed the “Twist.” Be-
fore rendering a “Saturday night show in a Varna nightclub,” Bulgarian 
officials ordered the performer to “stop doing the Twist routine” at the 
end of his act because the party secretary of the Restaurant Division 
of the State Concert Bureau disapproved of the dance. Controversy 
further ensued after the musician pointed out that he had signed a 
contract with the Bulgarian circus that acknowledged that he could 
include the “Twist” in his show. Bulgarian officials, nevertheless, re-
fused.14

	 In this vein, the United States and Soviet bloc officials heatedly 
debated the place of jazz in public affairs. Notably, Poland’s Cultural 
Committee had rejected Louis Armstrong, Martha Graham, and Rob-
ert Shaw for tours and expressed a preference for Benny Goodman. 
Goodman, however, turned down an offer to perform in Poland.15 An 
event that symbolically prevailed over this Cold War cultural divide 
was the visit of the Polish jazz group the Wreckers to the United States 
in July and August 1962. The band performed at the International Jazz 
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Festival in Washington, D.C. The first jazz festival of its kind in the 
city, it reflected a new, open approach to jazz in the American capital. 
American officials wanted the Wreckers to immerse themselves in the 
jazz world and to meet Willis Conover, who broadcast Music USA, the 
Voice of America’s jazz program, since it began in 1955. Conover had 
an international following. The group also planned to travel to New 
York, Chicago, New Orleans, and San Francisco, “regional centers of 
jazz music.”16

	 The Wreckers performed “before 6,700 steaming persons” at the 
festival. They lit into the waltz “Hi-Fly” by Randy Weston as they 
performed in what they saw as the “land of Lincoln, Armstrong and 
Faulkner.” Their third-stream and traditional music received the most 
hearty applause. During the finale, Polish, Russian, and Danish musi-
cians jammed with American trumpeter Don Ellis, who discussed the 
virtues of jazz with a Russian journalist. A reporter commented that 
Polish jazz had become very accomplished, but “American jazz was 
still way out in front.” The Wreckers also attended an affair at the Wal-
dorf-Astoria, where such musicians as Gerry Mulligan and Quincy 
Jones, along with manager George Wein, appeared.17 After returning 
home, the group performed at the 1962 Warsaw Jazz Jamboree.18 The 
reporting officer exalted the band’s performance, underscoring that 
the group’s success reflected the popularity and respectability of free 
jazz in the Eastern bloc.19 Most important, in a letter to Jerome F. Mar-
golius, assistant director of the Committee on Leaders and Specialists, 
Roman Waschko, the Polish impresario during the tour, avowed that 
the Wreckers’ visit had fostered a “better understanding among na-
tions” and created unique “opportunities for . . . personal contacts.”20

	 In the wake of the Wreckers’ success, the two superpowers exten-
sively negotiated the viability of a jazz tour to the Soviet Union, both 
still seeking to “destroy the myths about each other.”21 The official tour 
of the Michigan University Symphonic Band to the Soviet Union early 
in 1961 provided the segue for American jazz in Russia. Initially, Soviet 
officials did not want the group to tour Baltic cities because the re-
gion had achieved substantial cultural freedom from Moscow and had 
gained notoriety for its exuberant and far-reaching jazz scene.22 Yet 
U.S. officials insisted that the Baltics be included in the tour, and the 
band performed in the region. Although the group played jazz tunes, 
the American ambassador decided not to identify the music too close-
ly with jazz in formal public programs, keenly aware of official Soviet 
ambivalence toward the music.23
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	 After this tour and in the wake of the Bay of Pigs calamity, the So-
viets accepted Benny Goodman for an official jazz tour. Sol Hurok, 
the American impresario, and George Avakian, Goodman’s manager, 
helped complete the pivotal negotiations. Hurok apparently had a 
disdain for jazz.24 Avakian recalled that Soviet officials refused Louis 
Armstrong because they feared that his exuberant style of jazz might 
“cause riots.” When Avakian suggested Ellington, Soviet officials ex-
claimed, “No, no, no. He would be . . . too far out.” It was only when 
Avakian suggested Goodman that the Soviets agreed to jazz. They de-
clared, he “would be best. . . . After all, our orchestras play his music, 
and the public will understand his music, they’ve heard . . . that kind 
of swing.”25

	 Many hailed Goodman’s tour as a rousing and inspiring turn-
ing point on both sides of the Iron Curtain. As the tour began, just 
months before the Cuban missile crisis, Time magazine reported on 
the “Rhapsody in Russia”: the Benny Goodman Orchestra “blew into 
Leningrad . . . pining, hot and groovy.” It was “the jazz-happiest crew 
the band had yet encountered.”26 The group’s appeal grew as Goodman 
performed in cities that included Russia’s jazz capitals, Moscow and 
Leningrad. He played such tunes as “Rhapsody in Blue,” “Let’s Dance,” 
and “One-o’clock Jump,” and even performed encores in his raincoat. 
Goodman’s musicians also became “spurred on by [a] small percentage 
of Soviet jazz fans” yearning for the band’s live performances.27 Most 
important, several newspapers noted that Goodman even appealed to 
Khrushchev, who, although mystified, voiced sincere appreciation for 
Goodman’s music. The New York Times reported that “Benny Good-
man’s Concert Pleases But Puzzles Khrushchev.”28

	 Importantly, Soviet jazz scholar Vladimir Feuertag recalled that in 
St. Petersburg, the whole tone of the city changed when Goodman 
came to town. Feuertag, who attended Goodman’s concert, remem-
bers how some young Soviet fans even risked arrest to hear and see 
the Americans and their music. Soviet youth, especially those among 
the stilyiagi—rebellious Russian youth who openly emulated Western 
culture and values and also hailed the visits of American jazz artists—
even debated the organization of his band. They mused: did the band-
leader, the conductor standing at the front directing the orchestra, 
resemble a dictator, directing a nation? Because live American jazz in 
the Soviet Union was such a unique occurrence, according to Feuertag, 
the moment resonated as a high point in relations with America for 
years thereafter. During the tour, many Soviet fans even expressed a 
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desire to hear renditions of the modern jazz avant-garde. Through 
their fright, ambivalence, and determination, the Soviet youth helped 
establish contacts, friendships, and memories that endured, reflecting 
the Soviet people’s compelling embrace of Goodman as a symbol of 
mutual understanding.29

	 During Goodman’s tour, jazz scholar Leonard Feather, a conserva-
tive critic, traveled to the Soviet Union to survey the jazz world and 
to attend some of Goodman’s concerts. Like Feuertag, he observed 
that some Soviet fans exhibited their fervor for Goodman by shout-
ing and whistling zealously, just as jazz fans did in the United States.30 
Down Beat expressed the hope that the tour would foster a more ac-
tive relationship between Soviet and American jazz artists, while Va-
riety declared that Goodman’s band scored a “cultural coup” in Russia 
by helping to gain acceptance of jazz as a legitimate art form.31 In the 
same vein, Russian jazz pianist Yuri Vikharieff asserted that Goodman 
provided a unique and critical impetus to peaceful relations.32

	 Goodman’s tour, however, did not escape controversy. An editorial 
in Down Beat pointed out that the CU chose Goodman because it 
sought to ensure that it did not sponsor musicians who had a repu-
tation for drug and alcohol use. This view angered many in the jazz 
world because it seemed to be an offhand reference to the rebellious 
practitioners of free jazz. The friction that increasingly arose between 
the jazz establishment—especially jazz critics—jazz practitioners, and 
the CU had become progressively more clear as “aesthetic activism” 
redefined the social and political role of jazz musicians in the wider 
world.33 Musicians like Dizzy Gillespie and jazz pianist George Shear-
ing criticized the government’s decision to support Goodman for the 
first Soviet jazz tour, arguing that his musical style—1930s style swing 
music—was too narrow for modern audiences.34 A policy maker 
pointed out, however, that the CU had initially asked Armstrong to 
tour the Soviet Union, a request that he had turned down.
	 Equally controversial, the CU reportedly specified that the band 
play “sanitized” versions of American jazz, not modern jazz renditions. 
In an article for the New York Times, jazz scholar John S. Wilson, who 
served on the CU’s music selection panel in the mid-1960s, declared 
that Goodman’s tunes were too “lackluster.” The musicians in the band 
even characterized his choices of music in the same way that reaction-
aries scorned bop in the 1940s—as “moldy fig.”35 They then wrangled 
over the musical selections. Some Soviet audiences disliked Good-
man’s singer, Joya Sherill, whose rendition of “Katyushka,” a Russian 



120  jazz behind the iron curtain, 1961–1966

folk song performed in Georgia, caused audiences to boo her off the 
stage.36 Variety reported that during the tour, Goodman “was barely 
able to quell a Bolshevik uprising among his own sidemen.”37 The band 
members had become “Miffed on [Their] Moscow Mission.”38 They 
wanted to introduce the Soviet people to modern American jazz mu-
sic that extended beyond the conservatism and predictability of the 
jazz mainstream. Even many Soviet fans expressed a desire to hear 
renditions of the modern jazz avant-garde.39

	 Goodman’s demeanor and character also evoked considerable ten-
sion. Avakian points out that the musicians’ criticized Goodman as 
“tired and commercial” and called him “not the most articulate of 
men.” They scoffed at his attitude, rehearsal schedules, scores, ar-
rangements, and personality. They also claimed that the CU chose 
Goodman for personal reasons—because he had “campaigned” to 
get selected by the government for several years. Significantly, some 
musicians criticized Goodman because he had reportedly asked Duke 
Ellington, Lionel Hampton, and Jack Teagardan to accompany him as 
“sidemen,” reports that Goodman eventually denied.40 The members 
of Goodman’s band also fell prey to what many have called Goodman’s 
“ray”—the unfriendly glare that he frequently gave musicians when-
ever he expressed disapproval at something.41

	 To add to the fervor, Soviet officials sometimes suspected musi-
cians of unsavory offensives. This view keenly colored attitudes to-
ward cultural interactions. The New York Times alluded to a prevalent 
Soviet fear: that the Americans might be dispersing jazz propaganda. 
It proclaimed that “Izvestia Sees Cloak and Dagger in Goodman’s 
Band’s Horn Cases.”42

	 After Goodman’s band returned, President Kennedy praised the 
tour as an inspired moment in the Cold War. He expressed his sup-
port for cultural relations with the Soviet Union in a letter to Premier 
Khrushchev. He declared that he was honored that Khrushchev had 
attended Goodman’s concert and wrote that he looked forward to at-
tending a performance by the Bolshoi Ballet when it visited the United 
States.43

	 In the wake of Goodman’s success, the Soviet Union did not dimin-
ish its trenchant anti-American propaganda, especially after the CU 
sent Paul Winter’s Jazz Group on an official tour to Latin America in 
1962, just after the Bay of Pigs. The Soviets revealed their distress when 
the Soviet group, the Moiseyev dancers, toured the United States. So-
viet officials made a propaganda film about the visit called Beyond the 
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Footlights America: A Film Reflection of the Moiseyev Dancers in the 
U.S. It depicted the United States as a “huge country, complicated, 
rich and poor, peaceful and bellicose,” and did “its best to blacken life” 
in the United States. Though artists prevailed in the Cold War, in New 
York an old man mocked American freedom. Boston was scorned 
for its “radioactive fish,” and Cleveland as the “home of steel” where 
“only one smoke stack out of five” worked.44 It was in this context that 
Khrushchev implemented a cultural crackdown that lasted until 1963 
and that the Cuban missile crisis dramatically reshaped U.S.-Soviet 
cultural affairs.
	 Khrushchev justified the decision to deploy missiles in Cuba, pro-
fessing that he sought to create a deterrent to American involvement 
in the Caribbean. In his memoirs, he wrote that “I remember those 
days vividly,” and he recalled that the Soviet Union “had an obliga-
tion to do everything in [its] power to protect Cuba’s existence as a 
Socialist country and as a working example to the other countries of 
Latin America.” Thus losing Cuba “would have been a terrible blow 
to Marxism-Leninism.”45 After a series of dramatic negotiations, Ken-
nedy persuaded Khrushchev to remove the missiles from the island, 
thereby eliminating the Cold War threat from American borders. The 
world recognized that Kennedy had achieved astounding “success”—
he had protected the Western Hemisphere from the brink of nuclear 
war.46

	 Khrushchev had apparently underestimated Kennedy’s determina-
tion and ability to manage international crises because he regarded 
Kennedy as a young and inexperienced president.47 Thereafter, U.S.-
Soviet cultural exchanges took a dramatic turn. American policy 
makers canceled several Soviet tours, including the Soviet basketball 
team tour of the United States. They surmised that such a tour might 
unsettle the public or incite protests or violence; they also attempt-
ed to ascertain “the point at which the continuance of the exchange 
program would worsen rather than ease tensions.”48 During a critical 
Interagency Meeting on Soviet and Eastern European Exchanges on 
October 24, 1962, Georgi Zhukov, chairman of the Council of Min-
isters State Committee on Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries 
and a a member of the Soviet mission, encouraged the continuation 
of cultural contacts despite Cold War disputes. Both sides planned to 
meet in Moscow in December to reexamine cultural affairs. In hind-
sight, Khrushchev acknowledged that “only a fool would think that we 
wanted to invade the American continent from Cuba.”49
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	 These pivotal U.S.-Soviet cultural negotiations continued in the 
wake of the missile crisis in part because Kennedy, Rusk, and Khrush-
chev believed that culture provided a critical bridge to understanding 
even at the most turbulent moments in the Cold War. As Kennedy 
called culture and the arts the “great democrat” among men and na-
tions, Rusk declared that “even when the two superpowers are ‘eyeball 
to eyeball’ and locked in crisis, there are frequently solid contacts at 
lower levels.”50 Khrushchev, “[s]eeking to take the heat off the situation 
somehow,” said to his “comrades”: “Let’s go to the Bolshoi Theater.” He 
jested that both at home and abroad, “They’ll say to themselves, ‘If 
Khrushchev and our other leaders are able to go to the opera at a time 
like this, then at least tonight we can sleep peacefully.’”51

	 As the crisis subsided, President Kennedy, and later, President 
Johnson, debated how culture could help achieve important policy 
goals with the youth worldwide. Kennedy believed that in the era of 
“rapid and sometimes violent change” and in the midst of “ruthless” 
Soviet competition, “young leaders have risen and are rising to power, 
political change is occurring, and the events with which the tradition-
al arts of diplomacy must deal are moving with breathtaking speed.” 
Culture could thus “broaden . . . horizons” among the youth. Further, 
as Kennedy indicated in a letter to Rusk, culture could be employed in 
an attempt to sway their “attitudes and actions,” most notably in coun-
tries that had recently become independent.52 The youth would be the 
leaders of the next generation. Rusk concurred and also expressed the 
importance of reaching those who could potentially “frustrate” Amer-
ican efforts.53

	 By 1963, as jazz’s international appeal dynamically redounded 
among young people, the Soviets remained aware that the hunger for 
jazz among Russian youth had intensified along with their desire for 
increased cultural ties with the West. Variety declared that the “Reds 
[Were] Using Jazz to Strengthen Free World Ties.”54 It seemed that the 
Soviet Union had begun to prepare the Soviet people for “détente” 
with the United States.55 The Soviet people’s long-standing inter-
est in African American music and art became so clear that Soviet 
youth played American jazz standards just like the Americans.56 Even 
Khrushchev affirmed, “I also like some contemporary music.”57

	 In this context, the CU sought to assess both the potential for dis-
sent and the allure of American values among young people in the 
Soviet bloc. In 1958 the Soviet Ministry of Culture had inaugurated a 
union-wide proclamation that called for the creation of recreational 
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and entertainment establishments for the youth. Authorities reluc-
tantly accepted such establishments “as a useful outlet for the impuls-
es and desires which however ‘undesirable,’ are realities of the local 
scene.”58 The youth organization of the Soviet Union, the Komsomol, 
responded to this order by opening several recreational establish-
ments throughout the Soviet Union. The Komsomol opened jazz cafés 
in Moscow and Leningrad; while conservative Russian youth had in-
sisted on “Russian jazz or no jazz,” others simply wanted jazz. Conser-
vative jazz pronouncements became less frequent after Khrushchev 
left office in 1964.59 Popular jazz clubs in the Soviet Union flourished 
in the mid-1960s, and favorable discussions about American and Rus-
sian jazz increasingly appeared in Soviet publications such as Smena. 
The Soviets considered jazz serious music.
	 American officials who reported on the profusion of jazz included 
Ernest G. Wiener, counselor for cultural affairs; David E. Boster, coun-
selor for political affairs; and Ambassador Foy D. Kohler. Weiner re-
marked that, as the West may not have known, Russian youth cafés, 
like Moscow’s Blue Bird Cafe, which opened in 1964, even “had [their] 
own ‘call girls.’” Boster attended Jazz Night in Pyatigorsk in 1966, where 
Rumanian and Yugoslavian vocalists performed a jazz concert before a 
young crowd; their ebullient reactions to the singers, Mikki and Luki, 
contributed to the overwhelming boisterousness of the evening. Luki 
drew gasps and then cheers from the “low-cut back of her dress” and 
“brought down the house with a wild, Louis Armstrong type version 
of ‘I Can’t Give You Anything But Love.’” Similarly, Kohler observed a 
Rumanian jazz sextet in Moscow, directed by Bebe Prisada. He com-
mented on an animated “highlight” of the show: “a twisting rollicking 
performance by a 270 pound swinging Bucharest hunchback in a blue 
blazer and white trousers named Teodoresku Gogo who warmed up 
with ‘Baby Twist.’” The mid-1960s was a time when, according to some 
American officials, Eastern European culture was “ultra modern.”60

	 As the United States recognized the fervor for jazz in the Eastern 
bloc, American involvement in Vietnam jeopardized U.S.-bloc affairs. 
Poland had publicly denounced American policies in Vietnam and 
consequently decreased cultural tours with the United States. In sev-
eral speeches in 1965, Polish leader Wladyslaw Gomulka voiced “bit-
terness and vexation” and increased anti-Americanness, according to 
an official who characterized Gomulka’s pronouncements as “more 
vitriolic” than those from the Soviet Union.61 Rumania also canceled 
the tour of a folk dance troupe.62 In exchange talks, Secretary of State 
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Rusk indicated that he objected to the cancellation, reiterating that 
the two countries had signed the contract for the tour when Ruma-
nia was fully aware of the American position in Southeast Asia. He 
urged Rumania not to halt cultural tours because of political tensions 
and hoped they would continue.63 Even youth in Rumanian adamantly 
clashed with American policies. The embassy in Bucharest observed 
that “foreign students” had protested the Gulf of Tonkin incident and 
subsequently presented the embassy with a protest document “signed 
by 209 Afro-Asian and Latin American students” studying in the 
country.64

	 The Vietnam War also brought about a clash of Cold War values 
during a meeting of the International Working Group on East-West 
Cultural Contacts in June 1966. The Working Group included the So-
viet Union, Italy, Norway, Belgium, Denmark, the Ukraine, the Federal 
Republic of Germany, Canada, and the Netherlands. Andrei Zhukov, a 
member of the Soviet cultural delegation, supported cultural activities 
with the United States but urged containment of the Vietnam conflict. 
The Soviets considered a “freeze” on cultural relations because of the 
Vietnam War. Zhukov declared that in light of America’s enormous 
power, he especially disliked U.S. aggression toward Vietnam because 
it was “a fraternal socialist country.”65

	 Such disputes also occurred between the United States and Czecho-
slovakia, increasingly one of the most liberal regimes in the Soviet 
bloc. Like the Soviets, the Czechs canceled various tours because of 
U.S. involvement in Vietnam and called for a “slow down” of travels 
to the United States, despite the fact that reciprocal artistic visits had 
proven fruitful and constructive. The regime frequently encountered 
disaffected youth and feared the power of “all things Western—jazz, 
clothing . . . literature, art, and political concepts.” Czech officials ex-
hibited extreme “sensitivity” to what they saw as “pernicious Western 
influence.”66 A variety of American groups, including the Cleveland 
Orchestra, had toured Czechoslovakia, while such Czech groups as 
the Czech Philharmonic had toured the United States. The Czech Fial-
ka Pantomime Theater also traveled to New York City for the World’s 
Fair. Other Czech groups to tour the United States included Laterna 
Magika, the Black Scenes of Prague, and the Prague Chamber Orches-
tra.67

	 In 1965 the president of Columbia Artists Management met an of-
ficial from the Czech concert agency who still insisted on a cultural 
“freeze” because of the Vietnam War.68 American officials, however, 
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regarded this explanation as a “pretext” and attributed the freeze to 
pervasive Western influence.69 In 1966 U.S.-Czech negotiations finally 
took a positive turn when the Czechs accepted Woody Herman’s jazz 
orchestra for a tour. Yale Richmond, the American negotiator, “told 
the [Czech] Ambassador that I did not know whether we had him to 
thank for these events or some supernatural power. . . . Ambassador 
[Karel] Duda, still smiling and looking very self satisfied, conceded 
modestly that he had ‘a little’ to do with it.”70

	 Like other bloc countries, the Soviet Union in part expressed its op-
position to American policy in Vietnam by thwarting the arena of cul-
tural affairs.71 The two countries reached an impasse when the Soviet 
Union refused to accept the number of American groups specified in 
the exchange agreement (five) ratified a year earlier. Accordingly, the 
Soviet Union canceled the tour of the celebrated American musical 
Hello Dolly, and the United States subsequently refused to approve a 
tour for the Bolshoi Ballet.
	 Secretary of State Rusk, nonetheless, remained adamant about 
maintaining détente with the Soviet Union in the cultural arena.72 
Both sides finally reached an agreement in March 1966. The two rivals 
had a common interest: after the Sino-Soviet split in 1963, both aimed 
to thwart fervent Chinese cultural and political expansion that had 
arisen in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.73

	 Evidently, as Yuri Saulskii, the Russian jazz advocate from Gos-
kontsert who helped arrange Soviet jazz tours, proclaimed, from the 
Russian point of view, American Cold War jazz in the Soviet Union 
presented a keen challenge to authorities because it had become cov-
eted cultural property for the Russian people. One of the most vocal 
proponents for Russian jazz in the Soviet cultural hierarchy, Saulskii 
pointed out that the Soviets regarded jazz as a form of Russian music. 
Soviet musicians identified with American jazz musicians stylistically 
as artists and regarded them foremost as international symbols of 
creativity and freedom—the issue of race had become less important 
than the cultural and ideological impulses that Soviet and American 
musicians shared.
	 These cultural similarities between African American and Russian 
jazz artists burgeoned. In this vein, in an article in the New York Times 
Magazine in April 1961, Gilbert Millstein revealed that the Soviets had 
finally accepted the saxophone as part of Soviet life—“The Sax Comes 
Up the Moskva River,” he declared. Stalin had banned the saxophone 
in 1949 as a symbol of Western decadence and imperialism. Writing 
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for Down Beat, in “The Saga of Jelly Roll Menshikov,” Whitey Mitch-
ell called the Soviet Union’s acceptance of the saxophone the “latest 
phase of the Cold War.”74 Reflecting on such developments, Cornel 
West has put forth the idea that “like their Russian and Central Euro-
pean counterparts, the black artists grapple with madness and melan-
cholia, doom and death, terror and horror, individuality and identity,” 
“unknown to most in the New World.”75 Jazz writer John Tynan like-
wise commented on the popularity of jazz among Russian intellec-
tuals, students, and professionals. Though a critical opponent of the 
American jazz avant-garde who especially regarded Coltrane’s music 
as “anti-jazz,” Tynan evocatively praised how the appeal of American 
jazz had grown in Eastern Europe.76 He discussed the observations of 
Harold Jousen, a Hollywood manager who wrote for Down Beat and 
Billboard and who had surveyed the jazz scene in the West as well as 
in Moscow, Warsaw, Budapest, Prague, and East Berlin. Noting that 
the diversity and intensity of the jazz scene in Prague had become es-
pecially astonishing, he mused how Prague emerged as a center of jazz 
activity in the Eastern bloc. According to the Christian Science Moni-
tor, “The Czechs were ‘far out’ in the field of jazz”—they sponsored the 
Czechoslovak Karolovy Vary Jazz Festival, one of the first jazz festivals 
in the Communist bloc. Even after the construction of the Berlin Wall, 
when bloc authorities attempted to restrict jazz, festivals in Eastern 
Europe frequently took place.77

	 As jazz flourished in the Soviet bloc, all forms of the music even-
tually became accepted by Soviet authorities. Leo Feigin, who later 
traveled in the Soviet Union, asserted that most forms of American 
jazz had taken hold in the country by the mid-1960s, especially in 
the Baltic republics. A strict yet comparatively open cultural atmo-
sphere prevailed under Leonid Brezhnev’s leadership. It was a time 
when “culture wars” permeated Soviet society. Folk singer Vladimir 
Vysotsky was quickly becoming a cultural icon, and the socially defi-
ant stilyagi of the 1950s still held a prominent niche in Soviet life. Even 
Louis Armstrong appeared on Soviet television for the first time in 
1966 as a guest on Evening Meeting. During the show, Armstrong per-
formed the popular tune “Mack the Knife.”78 As astute Soviet jazz fans 
grew more vocal about increasing their contacts with the West, the 
listeners of Jazz on VOA suggested that the radio show play the music 
of modern groups from New York’s trendiest places, rather than more 
traditional tunes that reflected Voice of America’s propaganda aims.79

	 Heightening the controversy, Soviet jazz scholar Leonid Perever-



jazz behind the iron curtain, 1961–1966    127

zev published a series of articles in Myzikalnaia Zhizn (Musical Life) 
applauding the parallel rise of jazz in Eastern Europe and the United 
States. The series illuminated his view of the history of the blues, spiri-
tuals, ragtime, and New Orleans-style jazz, and closely examined the 
evolution of all forms of American jazz in the modern era: swing, cool, 
be-bop, and free jazz. As in the 1950s, Pereverzev keenly empathized 
with African American musicians because, like Russian jazz musi-
cians, he asserted that their second-class status had not prevented 
them from creating a unique art form that was admired throughout 
the world.80 Again, for the Soviets, issues of culture and class in Soviet 
and American jazz had become paramount over the hotly debated is-
sue of race.
	 Jazz writer Gene Lees observed another important cultural dynam-
ic that infused Soviet jazz debates. He wrote that Leonid Osipovich 
Utyosov, a noted jazz advocate and one of the best-known and wealth-
iest jazz men in the Soviet Union, admired jazz to such an extent that 
he claimed that Russians in Odessa, not blacks in New Orleans, had 
invented jazz. Utyosov’s sentiments reflected an ardent Soviet desire 
to define a distinct Russian, rather than an American, form of mod-
ern jazz.81 Many Soviet artists adamantly claimed that jazz was not 
exclusively “black intellectual property.”82 Two Russian jazz men even 
defected to the United States in 1964 to find more expressive freedom. 
As Saulskii pointed out, musicians throughout the Eastern bloc often 
claimed all forms of the music as their own and sponsored a variety of 
jazz festivals to showcase their artistry. He promoted successful jazz 
festivals in the Soviet sphere, especially in Czechoslovakia.
	 This period also saw the rise of the “New Thing” in Russia. Or-
nette Coleman’s style of free jazz was reportedly first introduced in 
the Soviet Union at Leningrad’s second jazz festival in 1963.83 Soviet 
musicians reportedly played free jazz in their own Soviet way: without 
expressing sentiments of “protest or pessimism” like American jazz 
performers.84 Soviet jazz scholars increasingly embraced the artistic 
and intellectual fervor that reinforced the idea of jazz as Soviet cul-
tural property.85

	 In this context, Soviet officials, still ambivalent about U.S.-Soviet 
cultural contacts, only sometimes allowed “remarkably frank and free 
exchange” between American and Soviet artists. The deputy direc-
tor of the USIA remained aware of the fact that suspicion of artists’ 
activities lingered among Soviet cultural authorities after 1963 in the 
aftermath of Khrushchev’s cultural crackdown. Consequently, some 
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Soviet artists continued to fear contacts with the West.86 In 1966 Vari-
ety reported that Ellaine Lorillard and jazz pianist Billy Taylor encour-
aged the United States and the Soviet Union to cool off their rivalry 
by sponsoring an exchange of jazz festivals.87 By the end of the year, 
jazz festivals had taken place in Moscow and Leningrad, and numer-
ous American commentators spoke of the “rehabilitation” of Russian 
jazz.88 Such festivals especially blossomed during détente and in the 
early 1990s after the fall of the Soviet Union.89

	 Jazz developments in the Soviet bloc, along with the Vietnam War 
and the declining impact of race, led the CU to decisively change its 
rhetorical approach to jazz. The cultural thaw between the United 
States and the Soviet Union that had begun with Geneva resurged in 
the mid-1960s. Not only did the CU acknowledge jazz as an indis-
pensable Cold War trope that bridged cultural and ideological differ-
ences between the superpowers, but it also recognized jazz as a potent 
impetus for cultural internationalism. Such sentiments found a new 
voice in both the American and Soviet cultural hierarchies. The CU 
thus called upon jazz diplomacy to assuage tensions as political dis-
putes strikingly divided the Cold War world. Aesthetic dynamics had 
become paramount as the United States reshaped its cultural image 
and as the country adjusted to a myriad of challenges arising out of 
new and increasingly contentious Cold War exigencies. By 1966 “jaz-
zocracy” prominently reentered the Cold War arena as modern jazz 
boldly reached new global venues.



Chapter 6
Bedlam from the Decadent West, 
1967–1968

The unstated democratic principles inherent in a jazz performance are 
abstract and subtle but certainly not lost on populations where subtetly 
is a large part of life. Nor does the protest of jazz go unnoticed, and pro-
test certainly is a keystone of democracy. But perhaps more than any other 
characteristic, it is the music’s joyful hope, sometimes encased in sorrow, 
that touches deepest.
	 —Don DeMicheal, 1963

By the late 1960s the sentiments of renowned Soviet writer Maxim 
Gorky, who characterized jazz as “bedlam from the decadent West” in 
1928, took on a new meaning. Several prominent figures in the Ameri-
can jazz world turned the Soviet jazz world on its head when they 
visited the Soviet bloc and promoted the cause of cultural interna-
tionalism. They engagingly focused Soviet attention on the redemp-
tive aspects of American society as the United States became more 
enmeshed in the quagmire of Vietnam. Not surprisingly, the Ameri-
can ethos at home and abroad during these years reflected the crises 
and contradictions of the American containment policy in Vietnam. 
The war continually heightened tensions between the superpowers as 
it shattered the Cold War liberal consensus that had shaped American 
policy for most of the 1950s and 1960s. President Johnson could no 
longer justify a foreign policy that defied the parameters of a pluralis-
tic democracy: Alexis de Tocqueville had warned generations earlier 
that the foreign policy of a vibrant democracy had to be both feasible 
in an international context and viable enough to satisfy the wishes of 
the public at home.1
	 Protest against American bombing in North Vietnam became a 
far-reaching, worldwide phenomenon.2 From 1965 to 1967 the Unit-
ed States dropped more bombs on Vietnam than all of the bombs 
dropped on Europe during World War II.3 Much of the world, includ-
ing America’s European allies, questioned the legitimacy of Ameri-
can democracy and further lost faith in America’s ability to uphold its 
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professed ideals.4 At home, many black and white activists and artists 
avidly opposed the war, and the counterculture overtook America’s 
social and cultural landscape. With the Black Power movement ex-
panding the terrain of cultural protest, widespread liberal dissent dis-
tinctly emerged, especially among America’s Cold War intellectuals.5
	 In this context, when the Soviet Union broke the ice and accepted 
the Earl Hines New Orleans-style jazz band for an official tour in 1966, 
the two superpowers reached an uncanny milestone in Cold War cul-
tural relations.6 Hines’s group became the first jazz band to tour the 
Soviet Union since Benny Goodman’s in 1962. Before the tour, Hines 
professed, “I want to prove to the youngsters of this era that jazz isn’t 
as bad as it’s painted both from the musical and social point of view.”7

	 In an article in Down Beat, Michael Zwerin, Hines’s trombone play-
er, described his experiences during his travels. He amusingly recalled 
that the band showed up in the Soviet Union “raggedy” and “grumbly” 
and pointed out that when the group visited the ambassador’s resi-
dence, they “walked into the high ceilinged opulence of Spasso House 
looking like a dusty provincial circus.” Notably, seeing the embassy 
staff “dressed to the nines” made him feel very “bohemian.” He also 
remarked that American officials expressed their confidence in the 
band’s ability to create goodwill in the Soviet Union, a country “hun-
gry for American jazz.”8 He himself, however, felt somewhat exploited 
because he believed that jazz did not receive the same level of support 
or respect in the United States as it did abroad. He candidly recalled 
that Oliver Jackson, the drummer, had to perform without his own 
drum set during some of the initial concerts because his drum set had 
been misplaced. Showing zealous admiration for the band, a Soviet 
fan enthusiastically loaned Jackson his own drum set.9
	 The remainder of the tour made an indelible impact on the So-
viet people, according to the reporting officer, who concluded that 
the musicians significantly helped improve images of American life.10 
The American embassy in Moscow likewise reported that the band 
achieved astonishing success, declaring that the musicians played be-
fore thousands of eager Soviet jazz fans in such cities as Kiev; they also 
mingled with some Soviet citizens and held jam sessions attended by 
enthusiastic admirers and musicians. Some Soviet fans even insisted 
on meeting with band members in secret locations, despite warnings 
from Soviet officials and Goskonstert—the Soviet concert agency—
which historically discouraged “unofficial” contacts. Moreover, the 
conductor for the Georgia Philharmonic entertained the band with a 
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“midnight dinner in a mountain-top restaurant outside Tbilisi.” Hines’s 
band visited numerous Soviet cities and performed before a total of 
90,000 fans.11 Controversy nonetheless ensued early during the tour, 
because Soviet officials feared rioting in Moscow and Leningrad—two 
of the most “hip cities” in Russia, where the “restive element,” Soviet 
youth, especially exerted considerable influence. Officials then can-
celed the band’s appearances in those cities, a decision that caused 
a major hullabaloo.12 The New York Times reported that protests had 
arisen in the United States because the Soviets had changed the band’s 
performance schedule. It concluded that Soviet officials changed the 
tour without notice in an effort to protest American involvement in 
Vietnam.13

	 As the Vietnam War seemingly caused a rift in jazz diplomacy and 
as efforts to win the Cold War in Asia met with greater futility, it be-
came clear that by 1967, civil rights laws had not assuaged urban dis-
content. A thunderous riot occurred in Detroit in July 1967 resulting 
in many lost lives; the American image faltered, and racial conflicts 
consumed the country.14 This racial and political divide fueled cultural 
debates and became equally cacophonous in the politics of jazz. In the 
midst of racial fissures that racked the jazz world, the conservative 
jazz establishment voiced controversial views of black and white jazz 
artists, some of which echoed the elitism of officials who delineated 
jazz policy. Both Monson and Eric Porter elaborate on a compelling 
issue that continued to emerge in jazz debates during these years—
was jazz exclusively American, or African American, or simply the 
cultural property of Americans?15

	 Many renowned white jazz commentators explored this cultural 
quandary. George Wein, president of Festival Productions, exhibited 
a keen eye toward trends in the jazz world. He not only negotiated 
official jazz tours and managed such celebrated artists as Louis Arm-
strong and Duke Ellington, but he also became one of the first jazz 
managers to produce numerous international jazz festivals, especially 
in Eastern Europe. Wein viewed jazz as an American cultural prod-
uct and did not deem that international difficulties wrought by the 
Cold War affected musicians’ lives as much as more pressing, every-
day issues—such as securing gigs and mere artistic survival.16 Wein 
himself had become a perceptive, avid supporter of African Ameri-
can jazz artists and promoted them in ways similar to Norman Granz, 
at a time when rock and roll was eclipsing jazz as America’s and the 
world’s most popular musical art form.
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	 Jazz aficionado Stanley Dance proclaimed that people worldwide 
celebrated jazz because “the music has served as an accompaniment 
to a good time,” even though jazz proved “too demanding intellectu-
ally” for some international audiences. Most important, he referred to 
the music as a product of African American suffering, a struggle for 
equality, or the denial thereof.17

	 Contrarily, Willis Conover, who became known as “the most im-
portant man in international jazz,” defended the Americanness of 
jazz. Since 1955 his radio show, Music USA, broadcast worldwide on 
the Voice of America, reached millions of people daily. His program, 
a vital expression of American values and a pivotal instrument in the 
cultural Cold War, represented “the main contact musicians in Com-
munist countries” had with jazz. Conover referred to himself as “a 
lower case voice identified with the music that symbolized freedom.”18 
Conover also published the Friends of Music USA Newsletter, which 
expounded upon trends in the jazz world. On one occasion in 1968, 
Conover printed a letter from a West German jazz fan who contended 
that Conover’s show played a “narrow range of music.” This listener 
argued that such musicians as Glenn Miller did not represent the best 
in American jazz. He claimed that, unlike Conover’s show, an anti-
American jazz program in East Berlin targeted African Americans by 
playing mostly “black” jazz. The German listener urged Conover to 
counter such an effort by playing more of the “average Negro GI” jazz 
on his show—the jazz that had gained a vocal following in many Euro-
pean cities, he claimed.19

	 In a detailed reply, Conover expressed his controversial view of jazz, 
and like jazz policy makers, he adamantly defended the older genera-
tion of jazz musicians. He declared that he did not like to broadcast 
“immature” musicians, nor did he like what he saw as the teenage 
new-age hype music, the music that said, “Yeah, the world’s in a mess, 
so let’s make the music ugly too.” He lamented the fact that groups like 
the Beatles and other rock and roll bands had a negative commercial 
influence on jazz. Simultaneously, Conover dismissed the issue of race 
when he retorted that “the whole issue of listening to skin instead of to 
music is simply irrational.”20 He went on to proclaim that he made an 
effort to play music by both white and black jazz musicians. Yet he did 
not find it necessary to change one for the other.
	 In a subsequent letter, the German critic admitted that the Ger-
man show was “specifically propagandistic for the sake of negroes.” Yet 
he still advocated that Conover make an effort to “present the plight” 
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of African American jazz artists. Conover, however, asserted that he 
did not believe that he had a responsibility to bring attention to the 
“plight” of African Americans on his music program. He commented 
that “a program should play music not talk about it.” For him, jazz re-
mained an arena of American life in which blacks and whites worked 
together “without strain.” The race question, he alleged, had emerged 
in debates about American tours to Africa only because the State De-
partment surmised that the arts in Africa existed in an “early stage 
of development,” thus making cultural collaboration with Americans 
critical to the growth of the continent’s cultural life.21

	 Such controversies progressed as Soviet foreign policy makers re-
assessed national security policies and cultural exchanges. The Soviet 
Union increasingly lost hold of its sphere of influence and aimed to 
subdue rising nationalist movements that eventually contributed to 
the fall of the Soviet Union in the 1990s. Soviet officials intently fo-
cused on gaining economic support from the West to help their de-
clining economy, recognizing that cultural exchanges had become an 
important source of revenue.22 Sol Hurok, the spirited American im-
presario who negotiated numerous Soviet-American tours, arranged 
reciprocal tours for the Bolshoi Stars and such noted American 
groups as the Minnesota Band.23 Other American artists who toured 
the Soviet Union included the Boston Players; on one occasion they 
received a “thunderous ovation.” The American Circus sold out in 
Tbilisi. And Stanley Kunitz, the established modern American poet, 
recited Goethe’s poetry to a rapt Soviet audience; he professed that “a 
poet is like an eagle, who flies so high that he recognizes no boundar-
ies.”24

	 Surprisingly, in mid-1967 U.S.-Soviet cultural affairs came to an im-
passe when American officials urged Hurok to prevent Baltic groups 
from performing in the Russian Festival of Stars, which was scheduled 
to perform in New York City.25 Vocal anti-Soviet protests occurred 
in New York, and American officials feared that the group would en-
counter opposition, especially from members of the Jewish commu-
nity who remained aware of the Soviet’s history of repression of Jews. 
Consequently, the Soviets canceled all of their artists’ performances in 
the festival and initially gave no reason for the decision.26

	 After the cancellation of the performance, which had included 200 
Soviet artists, Hurok expressed keen disappointment at the cultural 
and financial loss. Variety explained the incident by claiming that 
Soviet hard-liners exhibited a “coolness toward the Yanks” resulting 
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from American actions in Vietnam. Despite the fact that some So-
viet officials had recently traveled to the United States to attend a film 
festival, some American officials believed that the Soviets clearly ex-
pressed their overall displeasure with global affairs by thwarting cul-
tural exchanges.27 The Soviets surmised: “How can our boys and girls 
sing and dance happily in a country which is waging war?”28

	 Variety further speculated that Soviet cultural policies had vacil-
lated because of a reported shake-up at the Soviet Ministry of Culture. 
The Soviet Ministry of Culture attempted to reduce the power of a 
pivotal cultural group—the Shelepin Group. Alexander Shelepin, af-
ter Stalin’s death, had served as head of the Soviet Secret Police until 
1961, when he became the secretary of the Central Committee. He had 
sharply criticized Khrushchev’s foreign policy initiatives in the 1960s 
and, with several Soviet colleagues, including Sergei Romanovsky, 
who served as the chairman of the State Committee for Cultural Rela-
tions with Foreign Countries, plotted to overthrow him.29

	 In an article, “Impugning American Motives in Cultural Exchang-
es,” Romanovsky declared that cultural relations with the United 
States proved harmful to international cooperation. He boldly char-
acterized American culture as “corrupt, degenerate, [and] anti-dem-
ocratic.” Romanovsky then claimed that the United States sought to 
penetrate socialist countries with subversive Western culture. Critical 
of bourgeois society and its “‘parallel’ culture,” he asserted that cul-
tural contacts with the West led to “‘ideological subversion’ in socialist 
countries, accompanied by a tainted ideology, internal interference, 
and ‘anti-Communism.’” Soviet scholars and officials had come under 
attack by Romanovsky for encouraging these “offenses.” Overall, he 
vehemently criticized the “fruitlessness of the American effort” and 
portrayed Cold War cultural competition as the “contraband of pu-
trid ideological wares.”30 The American embassy in Moscow believed 
that such political jockeying occurred because of the “fallout” after 
Khrushchev’s demise late in 1964. Cultural disagreements emanated 
from a “struggle . . . on [the] highest levels” of power.31

	 As the Soviets briefly balked on cultural exchanges, America’s 
deepening quandary in Vietnam continued to impel countercultural 
expressions in the jazz world. Such musicians as Miles Davis dis-
dained the tragedy of the war, while John Coltrane saw his music as 
the best way to “change” thinking about the war.32 Archie Schepp ab-
horred what he saw as the racial hypocrisy emanating from the war 
in Vietnam.33 In a letter to a soldier in Vietnam who admired his jazz, 
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Louis Armstrong wrote:

I’d like to ‘step in here for a ‘Minute or ‘so’ to “tell you how much—I ‘feel 
to know that ‘you are a ‘Jazz fan, and ‘Dig’ ‘that ‘Jive—the ‘same as ‘we ‘do, 
“yeah.” “Man—I carry an ‘Album, ‘loaded with ‘Records—‘Long playing 
‘that is.”
  I said “All of that to Keep ‘Music in your ‘heart the ‘same as ‘you’re ‘doing. 
And ‘Daddy—you ‘Can’t ‘go ‘wrong.”34

In his endearing farewell, he remarked:

Give my regards to the fellows that’s in your company. And the other fel-
lows too. And now I’ll do you ‘Just like the ‘Farmer did the ‘Potato—I’ll 
‘Plant you ‘Now and ‘Dig you ‘later. I’ll ‘Close now. It’s a real ‘Pleasure 
‘Writing—‘You.”
. . . Satchmo35

	 In the wake of the Vietnam War, jazz fans worldwide continued to 
embrace many of the modernist tendencies of free jazz. Given impe-
tus by such avant-garde American jazz musicians as Anthony Brax-
ton, free jazz increasingly became part of the global movement toward 
youth rebellion during these years.36 In the Soviet Union, “Once De-
generate Jazz [Continued to] Swing Past [the] Iron Curtain,” popu-
lar jazz festivals took place in several cities, and jazz records became 
readily available. Like Yuri Saulskii, many Soviet officials increasingly 
recognized that the “bedlam” from the West had become a central 
“part of Iron Curtain life.”37 The proliferation of modern jazz symbol-
ized Soviet youth’s unyielding embrace of Western ideas of prosperity, 
freedom, and civilization.
	 Charles Lloyd’s gripping performance at the Tallin Jazz Festival in 
May 1967 strikingly illuminated the links between modern jazz and 
the rising tide of cultural nationalism in the Soviet bloc that expanded 
during the early Brezhnev years. In the spirit of “jazzocracy,” Lloyd im-
parted a message of hope and solidarity and represented the first step 
toward an “exchange” of jazz festivals in the Soviet Union and East-
ern Europe. Such festivals took place in the 1970s when the Bureau of 
Educational and Cultural Affairs (CU) collaborated with George Wein 
and Festival Productions to bring jazz to Eastern Europe and other 
regions.38 When manager George Avakian arranged Lloyd’s visit with 
Estonian officials, Avakian encountered so much resistance that his 
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dream of “making history” nearly went “up in smoke.”39 Estonia re-
mained one of the Baltics’ jazz capitals.
	 Nonetheless, Avakian overcame official Soviet objections, and 
Lloyd performed stunningly for Estonian audiences. They received 
him so enthusiastically that Soviet officials attempted to prevent him 
from finishing his gig.40 In an official report, an American official who 
exhibited considerable knowledge of jazz aptly compared the Soviet 
jazz musicians who performed at the festival to some of the most ac-
complished American jazz artists of the day—including John Coltrane, 
Ornette Coleman, and Sonny Rollins. He commended Lloyd for creat-
ing lasting cultural bonds between the citizens of rivaling superpow-
ers.41 The young, accomplished Soviet writer Vasily Aksenov similarly 
extolled the fact that Lloyd portrayed a refreshing picture of America: 
he noted that Lloyd’s distinctive Afro, his bobbing saxophone, his ef-
fusive expressiveness, and his “soft, lyric, tender” music evoked im-
passioned cheers and zealous ovations from the crowds.42

	 Yuri Saulskii, who also directed jazz bands in Moscow and helped 
organize festivals, alluded to another important factor that contrib-
uted to the zeal for such performances. Although the Soviets ac-
knowledged the complex dynamics of America’s racial ideology, what 
remained important for the Soviet youth was that American jazz rep-
resented both the freedom of expression and the spirit of rebellion 
against authority that Soviet youth so fervently sought to emulate. 
Saulskii also underscored that Soviet jazz artists embraced the open-
ness and improvisatory nature of free jazz because it reflected the dis-
tinctive theoretical features of a free, open, democratic society, which 
they genuinely esteemed.43

	 Shortly after Lloyd’s astounding success, another jazz great, Ger-
ry Mulligan, traveled to the Soviet bloc on a private tour. His trip to 
Moscow in July 1967 represented another windfall for American jazz 
in Russia. The Soviet Youth Council, the Komsomol, helped arrange 
evening performances for the group. During a jam session, Russia’s 
“best jazz” musicians flocked to hear Mulligan play, and at a “jazz café” 
the Komsomol agreed that musicians and officials could socialize with 
Mulligan. Yet the Komsomol did not want the Soviets and Americans 
to speak among themselves in private, thereby requesting that an of-
ficial “police musician” remain among the group. He helped approve 
the music for the jam sessions and sought to ensure that the Soviet 
musicians did not “play like Coltrane.” One jam session took place at 
the apartment of a Moscow architect, where Soviet musicians posed 
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numerous questions about jazz and, contrary to official Soviet con-
vention, even continued to speak with Mulligan as they escorted him 
“to his car.”44

	 Some Soviet jazz musicians enthusiastically avowed that Mulligan’s 
influence had made them more adept, technically and musically. Mul-
ligan appeared equally “impressed” by the Soviet group the KM Quar-
tet, which participated in a jam session, and he was sincerely flattered 
by how well they knew his music and arrangements. Mulligan also 
enjoyed his discussions with Soviet jazz connoisseurs. According to a 
reporting officer, such a “once in a lifetime experience” became invalu-
able for Soviet youth because they successfully mingled with Ameri-
can musicians and avoided official trouble.45 Soviet jazz scholar Vladi-
mir Feuertag emphasized that such experiences impelled Russian jazz 
intellectuals to further identify jazz not only as an American but also 
as a Russian art form.46

	 Shortly thereafter, Willis Conover’s visit to Estonia and Rumania 
became another boon for American jazz in the Soviet bloc. In Ru-
mania, Conover received avid praise from young jazz fans as he at-
tended an “evening of jazz” at the ambassador’s residence as well as 
a recording session for a local Rumanian jazz quintet. Upon meeting 
jazz musician Janchi Korossy, whom he called the “best jazz pianist in 
Eastern Europe,” Conover, exuding charm and charisma, interacted 
with “local jazz buffs.” According to an official, Conover and his wife 
both exhibited “outgoing” and “warm” personalities and helped make 
many new friends.47

	 In the wake of the momentous travels of Lloyd, Mulligan, and Con-
over, another pivotal event ignited the jazz fervor in the Eastern bloc: 
the death of John Coltrane. Because he remained a dynamic symbol of 
the jazz avant-garde at home and abroad, his death represented a set-
back for jazz and world culture. In the eyes of such outspoken Ameri-
can critics as Amiri Baraka, black cultural activism suffered a great loss. 
Although Miles Davis disdained the links between political militancy, 
black power, and jazz activism, he succinctly depicted the shock and 
sadness that arose thereafter. He declared that Coltrane “was express-
ing through his music what H. Rap Brown and Stokely Carmichael and 
the Black Panthers and Huey Newton were saying with their words, 
what the Last Poets and Amiri Baraka were saying with their words in 
poetry. He was their torchbearer in jazz, now ahead of me. He played 
what they felt inside and were expressing through riots—‘burn, baby, 
burn.’”48 Similarly, jazz scholar Waldo E. Martin has implied that Col-
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trane’s death was a setback for the aesthetic development of jazz that 
was inspired by the delicate relationship between jazz and Cold War 
politics.49 Jazz fans in the Eastern bloc likewise wept for Coltrane in 
their own way.50

	 Apparently, the persistent jazz fervor continually caused alarm 
among Soviet officials and overwhelmed the Soviet hierarchy. When 
American and Soviet negotiators discussed cultural tours in 1968, the 
Soviets adamantly refused jazz as a matter of “quality and artistic ten-
dency.” Free jazz seemed to represent the end of civilization for policy 
makers on both sides of the Iron Curtain. Political hedging quickly en-
sued—the American embassy in Moscow asserted that dancers from 
the United States might not perform at a 1969 Soviet ballet festival if 
the Soviet Union did not accept an American jazz band for a tour.51

	 The CU continued its efforts to disseminate jazz among Soviet peo-
ple because it remained keenly aware that jazz practitioners provided 
Soviet youth with coveted contact with influential American artists 
who could personally inspire them with America’s unique cultural ac-
complishments. Recognizing the poignant interest in all things West-
ern among Soviet youth, policy makers even attempted to increase the 
Soviets’ knowledge of and support for American Cold War policies, 
particularly in Vietnam. Cultural contacts remained valuable in this 
way, the embassy surmised, because American and Soviet students 
could converse with one another about many diverse topics while in-
creasing understanding, imparting common values, and bridging dif-
ferences across a vast ideological divide.52

	 In this vein, President Johnson continued efforts to increase cul-
tural openness in the Soviet bloc and reiterated his belief that culture 
should not simply serve as a political tool. He insisted that the United 
States regard culture as a means to bring about peaceful relations as 
political interactions faltered. Still echoing the sentiments of avid cul-
tural internationalists, he asserted that culture could help ameliorate 
breaches caused by international tensions. Johnson had expressed such 
views at a meeting with Soviet officials at Glassboro College in New 
Jersey in June 1967.53 Johnson, however, implied that he recognized the 
difficulty of achieving such aims amid the havoc of racial conflicts and 
the war in Vietnam. He asserted, “I know that we could never break 
down the distrust between the United States and the Soviet Union if 
the Iron Curtain survived as an unnatural barrier between East and 
West. The Soviets had lowered the Iron Curtain against the West, of 
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course. But I felt that we had unwittingly helped strengthen it by some 
of our policies.”54

	 Most unspeakably, in 1968 the world witnessed the assassinations 
of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, tragic events that 
exposed the alarming persistence of the racial dimension of Cold War 
battles in the United States.55 Adding to the complex evolution of jazz 
and internationalism, by 1968 rock and roll replaced jazz as the favor-
ite musical pastime at home and abroad. Even in the Soviet Union, 
where the southern republics most vociferously challenged Moscow’s 
authority, rock and roll markedly took hold.56

	 Two additional Cold War battles in 1968 brought jazz diplomacy 
and superpower relations to yet another bleak impasse: the Tet Offen-
sive in January and the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August. 
The Tet Offensive occurred when the North Vietnamese launched a 
surprise attack during Tet, a Vietnamese holiday, killing and injuring 
thousands of American soldiers. Although the Americans subsequent-
ly routed the Vietnamese, Tet impaled the American image in several 
ways: it sharply damaged American prestige and credibility; it signifi-
cantly underscored that, despite its claims, the United States was not 
winning the war in Vietnam; and it exposed the inherent weaknesses 
of the American containment policy. As Johnson suspected that Soviet 
spies worked to thwart his foreign policies, he addressed the country, 
expressing his hopes to bring an end to the war.57

	 In the wake of Tet, the Soviet Union again curtailed cultural ex-
changes. It asserted that before cultural relations could completely re-
sume, the United States would have to show “demonstrable evidence” 
that it had pursued peaceful policies in Vietnam, worked toward set-
tling the conflict, and discontinued its backing for South Vietnam’s 
struggle against the Viet Cong.58 The United States nonetheless con-
tinued to employ jazz in other Cold War arenas. The CU sponsored 
Charles Lloyd’s integrated group on an official tour to Southeast Asia. 
Still praised for their triumph at Tallin, these jazz diplomats reflect-
ed jazz’s enormous symbolic value in the most turbulent regions of 
the Cold War world. An American reporter observed that “Charles 
Lloyd’s Quartet [Is] Jazzing through [the] Orient in U.S. State Dept. 
Tour.” Lloyd’s group performed in Okinawa, Hong Kong, Bangkok, 
South Vietnam, Kuala Lampur, Penyang, Singapore, Manila, Tokyo, 
Nagoya, and Osaka.59

	 As American jazz made inroads in Asia, an American official recog-



140  bedlam from the decadent west, 1967–1968

nized significant distinctions in Soviet bloc and American approaches 
to cultural affairs. He argued that while some American officials at-
tempted to relegate cultural relations to a separate domain in inter-
national affairs, because of the Vietnam War, the Soviets increasingly 
deemed that cultural affairs remain intertwined with politics—“The 
better the relations, the better the exchange program.”60 Reflecting 
similar sentiments, as Polish protests against American involvement 
in Vietnam increased, Polish officials declared that they did not want 
to accept “hostile” American artists whom they had to clear “political-
ly” before a tour. Poland maintained that tours should continue only 
after the political climate improved.61 The United States responded 
in kind, for “even before Czechoslovakia,” it refused visas for a Polish 
dance group.62

	 Notably, however, the conundrum of Vietnam had not decreased 
the fervor for American jazz in Soviet bloc countries, especially in 
Czechoslovakia during the period of flourishing cultural and political 
openness—the “Prague Spring.” In March 1968, as Tet ensued, such 
celebrated jazz artists as Ella Fitzgerald and Count Basie performed 
in the country in the midst of preparations for an international jazz 
festival.63 Jazz gained further notoriety when Bradford Graves, a 
sculptor from New York, constructed a monument to John Coltrane 
in Czechoslovakia’s Carpathian Mountains.64 Significantly, the Soviet 
jazz fervor blossomed as the Soviet Union increasingly lost hold of it 
sphere of influence. The “Prague Spring” had become such a dynamic 
movement that it “frightened” much of Eastern Europe, and, conse-
quently, the Soviet Union quickly repressed it.65 The Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia profoundly altered the course of cultural affairs, bely-
ing a Soviet commitment to more peaceful, open relations with the 
West. It led American Cold Warriors to promptly suspend performing 
arts tours to and from the countries that had participated in the inva-
sion.66

	 Not all members of the CU agreed with this policy. Some did not 
want to “nullify” the effects of the boycott by resuming cultural con-
tacts too quickly and emphatically resolved that tours would remain 
“low key” and “gradual.”67 Yet Guy Coriden, of the CU, questioned 
the soundness of the decision to cancel tours, fearing that the United 
States might imperil its long-range goal of increasing cultural openness 
with the Communist bloc.68 Robert Landry, writing for Variety, later 
warned that in times of deep international tensions, culture should 
not fall prey to politics, because artists’ independence collapses. Such 
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a development represented a threat to America’s international pres-
tige. Landry asserted that “in the politics of cultural exchange, Viet-
nam is Czech-mated and Tchaikovsky is forgiven.”69

	 By the time cultural negotiations took place in November 1968, 
political tensions had subsided, and the United States resumed U.S.-
Soviet cultural tours. The CU scheduled groups, including the U.S. 
hockey team, for a Soviet exchange, but the team canceled the tour, 
citing high travel costs as the reason.70 Seeking to ensure that the 
United States did not appear insensitive to the people of the invaded 
country, the CU approved a tour to Czechoslovakia for the University 
of Illinois Jazz Band.71 At the same time, Czechoslovakia considered 
allowing American Dixieland bands to perform in the country.72 In 
Prague, an enthralling concert showcasing Czechoslovak jazz oc-
curred at the end of year, while in Moscow, the momentous 1968 jazz 
festival took place. Even as rock and roll began to permeate Soviet 
society, the festival evoked heated discussions about the popularity of 
jazz, the styles of jazz, and the role Russian jazz played in Soviet life.73 
The volatility of Cold War cultural affairs led Secretary of State Rusk 
to express the view that, in the arena of culture, “we must act with a 
balance of restraint and firmness, remain true to our values, yet be 
tolerant of diversity.”74

	 As Vietnam and Czechoslovakia checkmated the U.S.-Soviet cul-
tural rivalry, diversity became a more prominent benchmark for the 
CU, in part because of the increasing cultural solidarity among black 
intellectuals and activists worldwide. Moreover, the CU still competed 
for the allegiance of new nations as the Communist bloc effectively 
used cultural products to gain significant sympathy and support for 
its Marxist programs.75 During his trip to Africa late in 1967 and early 
1968, Vice President Hubert Humphrey reiterated that it remained 
critical to reach the youth—future leaders—in what he called Africa’s 
rapidly changing “new” environment.76 Likewise, Rusk believed that 
the interests of blacks abroad could not be ignored in the late 1960s. 
He contended that “we had to recognize that the breakup of the old 
colonial empires and the emergence of newly independent nations 
were one of the epochal developments of our time.”77

	 Echoing this “epochal development,” black intellectuals reexam-
ined African-centered views of culture and history as they attempted 
to define what Elliot Skinner has characterized as “Africanity”—a view 
of the world emanating from an African perspective.78 Thus, although 
Africa remained a low priority in cultural affairs, the CU recognized 
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the need to acknowledge the transnational racial and cultural move-
ment that burgeoned among black intellectuals in the face of Com-
munist competition. Accordingly, the CU approved Randy Weston’s 
all-black jazz sextet for an African tour in 1967; it became the first 
all-black jazz band to travel on an official tour to Africa since 1962.
	 Weston’s tour symbolized a new American approach to cultural 
affairs. Previously, in the 1950s, American cultural policies had rein-
forced the traditional Western approach to Africa, which historically 
denied Africa’s contribution to world civilization. Yet in 1967 Weston’s 
tour revealed an American awareness of the importance of Africanity 
and also highlighted the CU’s appreciation of the idea of “transcultural 
continuity”: jazz was not only America’s cultural product, but it also 
was, in part, Africa’s contribution to world civilization. Another criti-
cal shift in jazz diplomacy had occurred.79

	 Nevertheless, the factious nature of race relations and the Vietnam 
War that had vexed cultural affairs still caused suspicion of Ameri-
can cultural activities among global audiences.80 Langston Hughes 
expressed the skepticism toward race, cultural tours, and democracy 
that often surfaced in the jazz world at home and abroad. In his poem 
“Envoy to Africa,” he wrote:

My name is Lord Piggly-Wiggly Wigglesfoot Brown.
I was born in a quaint old English manor town.
I now find myself engaged in diplomatic chore
That looks as though it might turn into a bit of a bore.
I was sent to inform the natives of this dark place
that the Atlantic Charter will eventually apply to their race.
Of course, at the moment, we could hardly afford
To stretch the Atlantic Charter that broad.
But I will say this to each native race:
	 Some day you’s be equal—
	 If you’ll just stay in your place.81

Simultaneously, American attempts to liberate Vietnam through 
Americanization further damaged the American image and under-
mined the world’s confidence in American leadership.82 The tragic 
assassination of Martin Luther King in Memphis, Tennessee, added 
to the world’s fury. President Johnson remembered that “on the day 
that Hanoi made an agreement with the United States to begin peace 
talks,” he heard that “King has been shot.” He beckoned the country to 
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“reject the blind violence,” asserting that “it’s only by joining together 
and only by working together that we can continue to move toward 
equality and fulfillment for all our people.” He recalled the “strain of 
the day.”83 The rueful events of 1968 strikingly incensed the youth at 
home and abroad who looked to a future of peaceful global relations; 
because of American involvement in Vietnam, the race question in 
the United States remained a heated issue but lost its “strategic im-
portance.”84

	 With the election of Richard Nixon as president in 1968, the intense 
backlash to the civil rights movement and Black Power, and the coun-
try’s return to an era of conservatism that echoed the 1950s, Johnson 
recognized the limitations of American democracy. He declared that 
the country “had come a long way,” yet he knew that “the American 
struggle for justice was just beginning.”85 The “world stage of diploma-
cy” toward the end of 1960s remained a complicated and tumultuous 
arena.
	 The redefinition of America’s cultural mission in the midst of the 
Vietnam War heightened the significance of jazz as a Cold War trope. 
The CU expressly acknowledged that racial equality had become inte-
gral to the idea of both democracy and world civilization and called on 
jazz as a fervent symbol of this dynamic. Jazz diplomacy transformed 
Cold War affairs and played a role in the globalization of black culture. 
Jazz tours reflected how cultural relations existed in a domain that 
remained separate from world affairs. Even for the Soviets, the profu-
sion of jazz in part gave impetus to a new cultural critique of the Cold 
War.
	 As jazz played out on the “world stage of diplomacy” in the late 
1960s, it symbolized American attempts to resurrect its besmirched 
image as American power declined. Jazz tours exemplified a unique 
domain in world affairs in which diplomats amicably interacted and 
conveyed hopes for peaceful relations even at the height of interna-
tional tension. Jazz indeed was a global music. As the world remained 
engulfed in the flames of the Cold War, Louis Armstrong alluded to 
the enduring global appeal of the jazz ethos. He avowed that

in 1947 I organized my All Stars Band. . . . Another tour of all America, 
1953. We made our first trip to Germany. Were the first attraction there, 
after the war. I was fifty-three years old. We toured all over Italy. We went 
everywhere in Africa. . . . 1960s we toured overseas again. This time we 
went to all of the countries. We returned to the States and played Las Ve-
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gas—Reno—Lake Tahoe—in California we made more movies. We went 
to England, 1967. Back home in 1969 still doing the things that I love, play-
ing music and singing. . . . Just wanted to say that music has no age. Most 
of your great composers—musicians—are elderly people, way up there in 
age—they will live forever.86



Conclusion

It was not until the era of détente that American jazz policy makers 
became bold enough to embrace both internationalism and the move-
ment toward free jazz that had reshaped the jazz world of the 1960s 
and which they had deemed “too far out” for jazz tours during height 
of the Cold War.1 Only then did the paragons of free jazz from the 
1960s and 1970s become icons in the jazz policy of the Bureau of Edu-
cational and Cultural Affairs (CU) at home and abroad. This exempli-
fied the primacy of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry in shaping jazz diplomacy. 
Jazz as an instrument of containment symbolized anti-Communism 
and fell within conservative parameters. But by the 1970s, as the space 
race depleted the Soviet economy and Soviet power sharply began to 
decline, the United States, still enmeshed in Vietnam, sought to cre-
ate more stable, open relations with Communist countries. Both sides 
aimed to compromise.
	 The evolution of racial and cultural events in the post-World War 
II era had reshaped the course of American foreign affairs. In 1954, 
when President Eisenhower beseeched policy makers to embark upon 
a new path in foreign affairs by employing the performing arts to cre-
ate a more positive image of the United States worldwide, he feared 
that the United States was under a state of Cold War cultural siege 
by Communist nations. Abroad, prevailing notions of American ma-
terialism, militarism, and cultural desolation fueled this belief. In the 
midst of dichotomous Cold War events, American performers helped 
to fight Communism—they created a new international language, 
broke down cultural barriers, and engendered mutual understanding 
among nations.
	 Yet by the end of the 1960s Cold War cultural policy had shown its 
vulnerabilities. Cultural affairs could not avoid clashing with the broad 
social and political issues of the day, both at home and abroad. Efforts 
to implement containment, spurred on by American involvement in 
Vietnam, impelled significant changes in cultural policy. Additionally, 
as events in Little Rock in 1957, Birmingham in 1963, Selma in 1965, 
and Detroit in 1967 revealed, the paradox of American race relations 
distinctly influenced attitudes abroad of American life, and the image 
of the nation remained enigmatic.
	 Thus, although State Department officials aspired to buttress the 
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image of American race relations and to maintain effective contacts 
with newly emerging nations—as well as with countries in the Sovi-
et bloc—jazz tours did not always improve the image of the United 
States. This occurred because, as nationalist movements developed at 
home and abroad, some nations, though they recognized the appeal 
of American culture, often did not seek to emulate American values. 
Moreover, American officials sometimes expressed elitist views to-
ward the cultures with which they sought to improve relations. And, 
as several jazz tours demonstrated, some officials did not endorse the 
explicit cultural and political goals of jazz diplomacy. Many factors 
consequently undermined cultural efforts. Also, because of the fre-
quent emphasis on race and containment rather than on culture and 
internationalism, many observers at home and abroad remained skep-
tical about cultural policy, and some objected to official jazz tours. 
Consequently, in its attempts to promote the idea of “jazzocracy,” the 
president’s program sometimes lost its effectiveness and meaning.
	 Such attitudes, however, did not diminish the symbolic importance 
of jazz diplomacy. In May 1969 President Richard Nixon bestowed the 
Medal of Freedom on bandleader Duke Ellington, and in the Satur-
day Review, jazz commentator Stanley Dance reported that during the 
ceremony at the White House, President Nixon proclaimed that “in 
the royalty of American music, no man swings more or stands higher 
than the Duke.”2 The United States Information Agency (USIA) made 
the event into a film and presented it at Moscow’s International Film 
Festival in July 1969. Both Willis Conover and Leonard Garment, the 
latter a recent special assistant to Nixon, served as members of the 
U.S. delegation.3
	 Despite a variety of successful tours, jazz diplomacy often illumi-
nated the dichotomies that had emerged between blacks and whites 
in the cultural and political arenas. It was a time when a new black 
aesthetic emerged on the international stage. The resulting “aesthetic 
activism” sometimes reflected artists’ “commitment to revolution-
ary change” and validated black survival; it sometimes affirmed black 
rights in the United States; and at times it symbolized racial harmony 
and integration. It even represented what Cornel West has character-
ized as a “barometer of freedom,” or “a form of affirmation.”4 At other 
times this “aesthetic activism” reflected DuBois’s notion of sorrow and 
the blues, which he alluded to throughout his lifetime. In 1962 DuBois 
stated, “I have lived in the land of black folk and under a culture which 
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they created. . . . I am thrilled and hopeful from all this which I have 
seen.”5

	 Although a conservative critic, Don DeMicheal, an editor of Down 
Beat in the 1960s, also alluded to links between democracy, culture, 
and “aesthetic activism” when describing the jazz ethos during this 
era. He observed: “Jazz is democracy, that is freedom of expression 
of self, sometimes angry, sometimes exclamatory, within a social (the 
group members) and judicial (limit imposed by music “laws”) struc-
ture.”6

	 As the United States propelled the black aesthetic onto the world 
stage and embraced jazz as a unique American contribution to world 
culture, a deep ideological divide persisted in the CU and in the jazz 
world. Although many different musicians—such as Miles Davis, Ar-
chie Schepp, Ornette Coleman, Charles Mingus, and John Coltrane—
represented many different styles of jazz, mainstream “sanitized” jazz 
performed by the older generation of black and white jazz musicians 
prevailed in cultural policy. Jazz tours thus heightened the friction 
among black and white artists in the jazz world at home and abroad. 
In this context, such critics as DeMicheal lamented the fact that State 
Department jazz programs remained “encrusted in conservativism.” 
From 1954 to 1968, despite the popularity of modern jazz, the State De-
partment’s lack of interest in modern and free jazz groups “smack[ed] 
of a fear of boat-rocking.” Moreover, the State Department often un-
derwent criticism for using race as an obvious ploy; sometimes jazz 
policy resulted in the perpetuation of stereotypes.7 In the 1950s and 
1960s jazz and jazz diplomacy came to represent the soul of a divided 
people.
	 In employing jazz as a central element of the American contain-
ment policy, the United States capitalized on the idea that jazz could 
help dispel beliefs in Communism and foster liberalization. In many 
regions of the world, the U.S. government sometimes employed jazz 
to acknowledge power shifts and to appeal to new and emerging na-
tions, as it used jazz to help provide a bulwark against the expansion of 
Soviet cultural influence. Yet in the wake of the Vietnam War, jazz di-
plomacy often amplified the dichotomy between theory and practice 
in foreign affairs. Jazz diplomacy evolved as American expatriates be-
came more alienated from American society. In addition, although the 
United States took note of the world’s cultural diversity, in the wake of 
the expansion of cultural internationalism in the postwar era, it often 
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did not embrace the divergent worldviews of foreign peoples. Thus, 
as multiculturalism and Americanization extended throughout the 
world, jazz diplomacy underscored the contradictions of American 
democracy even as American policy makers aimed to exhibit Amer-
ican exceptionalism on the world stage. Such dynamics called for a 
new definition of international relations, which the CU did not offer 
until the 1970s. Culture itself became a measure of a nation’s wealth 
and power.8
	 Importantly, an ideology of whiteness and anti-Communism per-
vaded the discourse that shaped jazz diplomacy, even during the era 
of détente, as jazz continued to play an important role in bringing 
democratic values to the Soviet bloc.9 Many groups, including the 
Minnesota Band in 1969, Duke Ellington in 1971, and the Thad Jones, 
Mel Lewis Jazz Orchestra in 1972, traveled to the Soviet Union; and 
avid Soviet jazz fans came from many parts of the country to hear 
the bands’ energetic jazz renditions, which sparked praise worldwide. 
Many other bands followed. Although the jazz fervor in the late 1960s 
gave way to the popularity of rock and roll in the 1970s and 1980s and 
hip-hop in the 1990s, jazz musicians made remarkable inroads in the 
Eastern bloc, personally and culturally, through both private and of-
ficial efforts.10

	 U.S.-Soviet cultural relations took a dramatic turn in 1979 when 
the two countries suspended cultural tours after the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan and the defection of several top Soviet artists to the 
United States. The United States also boycotted the Olympics the next 
year. The U.S.-Soviet cultural program resumed during the Gorbachev 
era—the era of glasnost and perestroika.11 As Western cultural val-
ues permeated Soviet culture, jazz and the influx of American culture 
contributed to the Soviet Union’s loss of cultural and political cred-
ibility among the Soviet people.
	 Thus, as various scholars have pointed out, the end of the Cold War 
in part came about not only because of recurrent challenges to the 
Soviet Union’s political and economic leadership but also because of 
the allure and diffusion of modern jazz and Western cultural values. 
The appropriation of black cultural products thereby played a critical 
role in the lessening of Cold War tensions and gave significant impe-
tus to what Walter Hixson characterizes as “parting the curtain.”12 Jazz 
in the 1990s gained even greater respectability in many regions of the 
former Soviet Union. Post-Soviet jazz acquired a new, distinct voice, 
and many Soviet and Eastern European jazz musicians gained inter-
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national prominence, often recording and performing with renowned 
American jazz musicians.
	 Jazz’s international popularity, particularly among the youth, grew 
powerful and undeniable during the “Americanized Century.” The 
State Department had become keenly aware of this from 1954 to 1968 
as it employed jazz as an instrument of Cold War containment. Jazz 
diplomacy thus also contributed to the globalization of African Amer-
ican culture in the twentieth century. In the post-9/11 era, with the 
unyielding preponderance of American cultural products abroad, it 
remains especially important for cultural policy makers to acknowl-
edge the significance of the cultural diversity and plurality of U.S. and 
world cultures. African Americans’ involvement in official cultural ef-
forts led artists and others to wrestle with an important issue regard-
ing the essence of American culture: jazz was not only an American 
and African American cultural product, but it was also, in the eyes 
of many cultures of the world, a global music. In this way, musicians, 
artists, and politicians worldwide elevated jazz and culture above the 
contentious realm of Cold War politics.
	 Most important, jazz diplomacy illuminated the unequivocal lim-
itations of a democracy in the conduct of foreign affairs. At a time 
when the struggle for freedom at home and abroad continued to shape 
international culture and politics, the development of jazz and world 
events had a profound influence on the evolution of American de-
mocracy. As the Cold War challenged America’s evolving democratic 
system, it also obscured the plurality of American culture that made 
the country unique. Ultimately, because conservative jazz was used to 
thwart Soviet propaganda worldwide, many of the innovators of jazz 
who became well known at home and abroad were excluded from cul-
tural tours. Thus jazz diplomacy, especially in the midst of the war in 
Vietnam, did not reflect the ideals of a pluralistic republican democra-
cy. Moreover, jazz tours during these years never had the unwavering 
support of the American people. Ultimately, echoing de Tocqueville, 
Cold War jazz diplomacy obscured America’s cultural and political 
pluralism from 1954 to 1968. When jazz policy embraced internation-
alism and expanded to include a wider array of jazz musicians and jazz 
styles in the 1970s, it attempted to adjust to the newly emerging world 
order; only then did it gain both credibility and viability at home and 
abroad. Through the tribulations of the Cold War, America redefined 
its beliefs, its ethos, and its political system, as it continued to wrestle 
with its identity as a member of a global artistic community.
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