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Throughout the Soviet Union, propaganda could be seen everywhere -
from art galleries to movies to street comers, Russian culture was flooded with 
pro-Bolshevik sentiments. However, because newspaper and radio, the most 
accessible means of propaganda to the educated class, were ineffective - 70% 
of Russia's population was illiterate at the time - "the Soviets developed theatre 
as a weapon in the revolutionary struggle."! With the onset of this style, "the 
barriers between stage and spectator were demolished."2 A new style of theatre 
emerged that appealed to the common worker: agitprop. Agitprop theatre, un­
like other propaganda that was inaccessible to the working class, effectively 
appealed to and indoctrinated Russia's lower class citizens. 

The term agitprop developed after the establishment of the Department of 
Agitation and Propaganda in 1920 by the Soviet Communist Party.3 Agitprop 
theatre had one explicit purpose: to reach the working class directly. Before this 
movement, Russian theatre was not accessible to most. Bertolt Brecht, a Ger­
man playwright and director, argues that "the art of theatre is candidly defined 
as having the power to release, sweep away, uplift, et cetera. It is not an art at 
all unless it does SO."4 However, because the focus was on bourgeois concerns 

- problems with wealth, identity, and, ultimately, the individual- proletariat 
culture was simply not interested. From the Moscow Art Theatre to Russia's 
Classical Theatre, drama was far too developed for widespread acceptance. 

However, everything changed in Russia after the October Revolution in 
1917. The Bolsheviks came into power under the guise of popular support. Of 
course, this was far from the truth. In actuality, a small group seized power 
against the will of the majority. To combat this, the leading Bolsheviks insti­
tuted propaganda on a governmental level. While propaganda had been around 
for a long time before their rise to power, "the Bolshevik innovation consisted 
in assigning propaganda a central place in national life: previously employed to 
touch up or distort reality, in Communist Russia propaganda became a surrogate 
reality."5 There arose a '''cultural' bureaucracy for whom culture was only a 
form of propaganda, and propaganda the highest form of culture."6 Ideally, all 
works produced from 1917 on would push forward the Bolshevik agenda. Of 

1. "Agit-prop," Modern Theatre in Context, ed. Christopher Innes <http://modemdrama.ca/crc/ 
chrono/sup.php?id=43&print> [accessed April 12,2012]. 
2. Bertolt Brecht, "On the Experimental Theatre" in Theatre in the Twentieth Century, ed. Robert W. 

Corrigan (Freeport, NY: Grove Press, Inc., 1963),95. 
3. "Agit-prop;" Modern Theatre. 
4. Brecht, Theatre, 106. 
5. Richard Pipes, A Concise History of the Russian Revolution (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 
313. 
6. Ibid. 





7 

presenting a story to an audience. They eschewed makeup, elaborate costumes, 
sets, stages, rigorous training programs, and sometimes even scriptS."1l Troupes 
were encouraged not to bring anything at all so that performances could oc-
cur literally anywhere. Instead, they improvised everything. Agitprop brigades 
made "no special demands on space or conditions; any stage and any premises 
fit its requirements. The performances [did] not need decorations; the entire 
work of expression and form [was] fulfilled by the actors."12 Additionally, "the 
scenography was simple. The principle was to use available material in an 
inventive way."13 That said, agitprop theatre was primarily for the uneducated 
masses. Therefore, in order to be understood by the majority, the content needed 
to be highly visual. In order to keep material varied enough to remain interest­
ing, actors were required to constantly engage and involve the audience with 
different physical activities or improvised scenes. 

A popular form of agitprop was the Living Newspaper. The practice began 
when actors read newspapers aloud to a large group of people. However, this 
soon became stale, as little was happening onstage. To liven up these events, 
actors began to perform the news, "using music, clowns, acrobats, cartoon style, 
and montage techniques."14 By creating a stimulating, visual work, agitprop 
brigades were able to hold the attention of audience members. Of course, this 
worked predominantly to convey the underlying political messages. Directly 
after the October Revolution, "the man on the street seemed to feel that it made 
no difference who was in charge, since things were so bad they could not pos­
sibly get any worse."15 Now, though, factory workers who normally would not 
care about political activities were rallying to the Bolshevik cause. By taking 
advantage of this vulnerability with agitprop theatre, the Soviet regime was able 
to spread their political message with ease. 

The most famous troupe to use this technique, the Blue Blouse, spread 
throughout the Soviet Union. Started by Boris Yuzhanin with help from the 
Moscow Institute of Journalism in 1923, the Blue Blouse quickly gained atten­
tion. At its height, more than 100,000 people were involved.16 The Blue Blouse 
was named from their uniform - a blue worker's blouse and pants. Further 
costuming could be added for effect - a capitalist's top hat, a soldier's rifle, etc. 
- but the worker's uniform was always underneath, symbolizing the struggle of 
workers everywhere. Since they portrayed themselves as members of the work­
ing class, real workers felt an attachment to the troupes and connected to their 

11. Lynn Mally, Revolutionary Acts: Amateur Theater and the Soviet State, 1917-1938 (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2000),151. 
12. S. Yuzhanin quoted in Frantisek Deak, "Blue Blouse: 1923-1928," The Drama Review 17 (March 
1973): 38-39. 
13. Frantisek Deak, "Blue Blouse: 1923-1928," The Drama Review 17 (March 1973): 39. 
14. "Agit-prop," Modern Theatre. 
15. Pipes, Concise History, 149. 
16. Deak, "Blue Blouse," 36. 
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message. Remarkably, what began as one troupe ended as five thousand; "groups 
all over the country, both professional and amateur, started up in emulation, 
drawing on its freely disseminated material. Performances offered skits, verse, 
monologues and 'avant-garde oratory' among 'an uninterrupted montage of 
scenes, songs, music, dance, mime, acrobatics and gymnastics. "'!7 Informa-
tive socio-political content and Bolshevik propaganda always featured in Blue 
Blouse performances. Because the actors appeared to represent workers as 
a whole, captured their attention, and subtly incorporated political messages, 
workers unconsciously subscribed to the Bolshevik agenda. 

Agitprop theatre was used after the October Revolution to indoctrinate 
the working proletariat. This style of theatre quickly and easily spread the 
Bolshevik's political message, as it evoked a powerful emotional reaction from 
spectators. The accessibility, mobility, and spontaneity of these productions 
made them perfect for Bolsheviks who, without agitprop theatre, had no way of 
making contact with the working class. 

17. Richard Drain, Twentieth-Century Theatre (London: Routledge, 1995), 157. 
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