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It’s obvious that the Soviet television was not interested in a commercial profit. It also did not have to fight for a client. Mass watching of TV in the USSR was primordially programmed. This predetermination was prepared by the specific history of media in the country.
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First there was a collective meditation to the outdoor loudspeaker. Soviet people listened to speeches of their leaders and poor, strictly censored news. During the II World War this way of listening was a specific feature of the Soviet life, as it could be seen in its comparison with American listeners whose personality was important to the state. 
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Later on, the radio has come into private apartments. It was quite specific broadcast with the only official channel on behalf of the state. Radios with the scale on which someone could search the needed channel, started appearing only in the 1950s. During Stalin years such equipment was to be registered as a potential means of espionage, as an instrument of sabotage or whatever. In the era of the thaw under Khrushchev, these requirements were abolished, but powers of multi-channel receivers were still limited because of the jamming systems, that covered the territory of the USSR after 1948.
PG 4
Soviet authorities deliberately conceded their defeat in a fight for audience. Instead of counterarguments responding to information received from foreign radio stations, Soviet propaganda preferred to close a citizen’s ears. But the TV was even more effective in this sense. Unlike radio receivers, Soviet television sets usually could not catch foreign signals because of the weakness of its antennas. There were only inhabitants of the western peripheries of the Soviet empire who could improve their equipment illegally and to watch some stuff from neighboring countries – of course, also illegally. Television in the Soviet Union emerged as improved form of radio. It could provide a total language of power, a space of its discourse and immediate existence. The Soviet audience accustomed to consider media as a translator of sacred will in the period of radio, and television just intensified this state of things.
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Of course, these peculiarities have influenced the capacity of television programs. Official news and concerts were absolutely dominant in the early Soviet TV in the late 1940s and early 1950s. News continued the tradition of newsreel that was a primary source of information about all Soviet victories. To the contrary, concert is much more abstractive and neutral event, of course, unless music and words does not refer to ideological antagonists. Music offers a noise instead of information, a noise that sometimes becomes eloquent. It is not accidental, that there was the Soviet joke in the 1980s. If they show an endless ballet, it means that one of the first persons of the state died and television staff waits for instructions from above.
In the late Soviet Union television was mainly used as a free home theater. When Soviet citizen got a newspaper in a mailbox, he or she opened at once not the same news as yesterday, but TV program and started hunting the movies, often produced especially for TV. Of course, it was not a real theater, where recent premieres or highbrow intellectual pieces could be distributed. But Soviet customers were quite satisfied of this second-hand, or, so to speak, average quality screen. As for authorities, they were interested in such quality as well. The audiences have got a product that deserved neither strong emotions, nor personal discoveries. It should be stressed that capitalist producers also goes a similar way exploiting the mechanism of adverse selection to satisfy the lowest request and to save money. However, the Soviet television had another reason.
It was the absolutely unique medium in the context of Soviet culture. Soviet journalism has had an opposition – the so-called SAMIZDAT, magazines and articles illegally distributed in typewriting copies. People also could listen an alternative radio. Despite the jamming, The Voice of America, BBC and Radio Liberty were reachable on the Soviet territory. A lot of listeners were deeply involved into dissident audio-culture. 
TV did not have anything like that. It had no alternative. It was a clean gaze of power inherited from radio as a source of absolute truth. Once Seymour Chatman in his book on Antonioni defined cinema as so-called forcing medium. It means that film as event has a lot of conventions, such as dark room, autonomy of a screen space, and effect of mass hypnosis. Television seems to be less conventional, but if it translates the only possible point of view, it creates the effect of enforcement looks more superior to the one that Chatman describes. For example, the elder generations of Russian spectators are accustomed to zapping, but always ready to hear just what President Putin and his crew say on the main, ‘the first ‘channel. This trace of the past illustrates the suggestive power of the Soviet television. Soviet TV media could easily create any image with no fear that someone would be aware of the problem of choice. Among other myths television has formed the necessary reputation of the West because no one have seen it.
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The Soviet people had poor knowledge of the West. Mostly there were illustrated magazines bought on a black market, and movies purchased for distribution in the USSR and passed the strict censorship. Film critics and a small circle of metropolitan intelligentsia could watch the latest festival winners, but Soviet TV, having worked as Pygmalion of images, did not rely on them. The average customer could even guess that analytical programs about life abroad as "International Panorama" or "Camera watches the world", offer a certain construct, created by the rules of propaganda. But they used to be sources of visual information, in which the audience was trying to learn both kernel of message and its periphery. The rest of the former Soviet citizens remember first of all street advertising, luxurious cars, expensive clothes, and accessories. If the camera was watching the world, the spectator was often spying on it. Soviet propaganda paid no attention to this periphery for a long time, later tried to tame (to subordinate) it, but it was too late.

Due to the lack of competition the Soviet television was slightly relaxed. The idea of format, extremely important for commercial TV, was not understandable to the Soviet producers. They did not care about copyright issues or advertising contracts with their strong influence to timing and structure of a show. Censorship and technology were the only obstacles on the way of the Soviet TV. These factors influenced the content and the method of presentation, and their influence explains the features of a movie, filmed for television in the Soviet era. The rest of my speech is devoted to these TV-series made in the USSR.
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Let me remind the classic paper "Innovation and repetition" by Umberto Eco where the Italian philosopher suggests a certain typology of structural repetitions on TV. Eco talks about such types as retakes (today we usually say sequels), remakes, series of events, family sagas, and intertextual dialogues. One can find among the Soviet series a few examples of retake and family saga, whereas there are almost no remakes, series of events, and intertextuality as well. The largest amount of the films ordered by the Soviet TV, could not be classified this way, having formed a separate species. Curiously enough, but it can be called a long story, or a novel on the screen (not cinematic novel, as it was conceptualized by Steven Kellman and other literary historians in the 1980s, but novel transferred to television timing). Unlike separate parts of an infinite series, the Soviet long story was just a slow piece for a cinema theatre, shown on TV. Its duration allowed temporizing its structure to provide the details that are usually reduced in the movies. Thus, the Soviet series was a movie with loose structure and large temporal scale.
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I insist here that the image of the West on the Soviet screen is originated from the spy-series. The official Soviet writers as Vadim Kozhevnikov and Yulian Semenov were the authors of the original books adopted to screenplays. These texts could be united into the cycle because they always tell the same story about a spy who works on the enemy’s territory during the World War II and occupies the high position among the enemy’s administration. A spy wears Nazist uniform, merges with context, and finds himself a werewolf. The figure of a spy becomes extremely popular in the USSR due to its otherness and strangeness, the Soviet spectator recognized a spy as a messenger of another world. 
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The TV stories about Soviet spies in Nazi uniform turned Soviet viewers to unwitting fans of any way of life different from the Soviet one. Communists with their cult of austerity underestimated the role of a look. The TV-series reinforces the consumer’s dependence on the visual code. As a result, the Soviet spy series originally devoted to the triumph of Communism over the bourgeois order, achieved the opposite effect. There are a lot of jokes about the official discourse of these films, whereas rich interiors, expensive drinks and cigarettes in beautiful packages were passionately remembered and formed a separate cult.
During the 1960s the Soviet spectator watched another world through the eyes of a spy. Twenty years later a mediator has disappeared. There was an effect of the autonomous spying for another life. But the material has also changed. The authors of the early Soviet series exploited the topic of the fight against Nazis who became outlaws for the whole humankind. To the contrary, the West in the latest series is presented just as an opposite side in the Cold War. It means that the idea of the final extermination of enemies is being replaced by the idea of mutual interest. The Soviet films are not intended to present the West as caricature. I have identified four motives that make up the image of the West on Soviet TV. The list could be enlarged, but I paid my attention to the most notable positions. On the one hand, it is imperialism and social diseases. On the other hand, it is a "luxurious life" and advertising as its main showcase.
Let us turn to some essential cases. First I’d like to show an epitome of American imperialism.
PG 10. TASS – Flag

It’s enough to show an American flag on a driving car with assistance of very dramatic soundtrack. Soon as the necessary mood is ready, the camera quickly zooms at the signboard of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This is the way to convince the viewer that something serious has happened.
PG 10. State Border – SDI 

The strategy is the similar. This piece has no verbal comments, because we need only to show a complex control system and cut this chronicle together with drawings illustrating a certain space station that inspects an area on Earth. The following frames of the Soviet train and electronic map testifies that some foreigners watching the Soviet train from a satellite. The project is developed by a big alliance: first we see the American military uniform in the chronicle, and then the French poster of the Spanish-Italian post-apocalyptic movie «Exterminators of the year 3000» (1983), which hangs behind the laboratory worker in the colour footage.

Following the TV programs as “International panorama”, the Soviet films on the West considered a plenty of goods and a comfort of everyday life as other sides of inequality, unemployment, and rampant crime.   
PG 11. Rafferty_Violation
Thus, in the series called "Rafferty" we see the scene of the alert that mafia sends to some objectionable figure from the world of business. The context of this encounter is important – the streets with advertisement lights, big cars and people coming out of a theatre, where probably western film was demonstrated (we hear the neighing of horses, shots, and etc.). Of course, such events take place only in the West – that was the subtext of this episode.
Due to the point of a criminal subject I would stop on one example a little bit more in detail because it brightly illustrates mechanics of the Soviet propaganda resorting to language of television. The detective story "Mirage" shot at the Riga studio basing on the novel of James Hadley Chase of "The World In My Pocket" was one of the favorite series in the USSR. First of all, audience was imposed by the criminal action that happens in forbidden America reconstructed convincingly and carefully even though in consistently critical mode.
The novel of Chase is a typical criminal story with a social background. A father of a certain woman Jeanie has committed a suicide. Law does not consider suicide as insured event, and Jeanie has nothing. She makes a plan of stealing of a car with money from the company where her father was employed as a cleaner. She asks for a help from the well-known thief Frank Morgan who just went out of a prison and needs money. In his turn, Morgan invites to participate his three fellows — the jobless drunkard Black, the loser boxer Keatson and the Italian mechanic Gippo, the owner of auto repair shop. According to the novel, we know almost nothing about their past. The only mentioned thing is that Jeanie sells tickets at a movie theater. The Soviet editors elaborate rather new motivations for characters. Jeanie seems to be a prostitute. Black is a physically and mentally destroyed veteran of the Vietnam War who was poisoned with gas attacks. Keatson fights on a ring to revenge for ruined family, at last, Gippo falls a victim of the Italian mafia that extorts money from him. Thus, only Morgan has an artistic interest for robbery, because he’s a professional thief. Others have external social reasons, having passed the Soviet moral revision.
First Morgan organizes a preliminary robbery to test his partners and to get money for the main business. Gang robs cafe and does it in almost comically slow pace with a high degree of absurdity.
PG 12. Mirage_Robbery.
Nevertheless, the very style of the robbery impresses the Soviet spectator – the masked criminals walk among respectable people who yield up a big money under the gun.

The Soviet propaganda convinces a customer that corruption is rampant in the police on the West and in areas of its influence (in particular, in the former colonies). Police consists of natural born gangsters, which wear uniform just for convenience. Caricature on the police can be seen in the political detective series called "TASS is authorized to declare". The action takes place in some conventional postcolonial country in its typical crisis – stashes, drugs, and police raids. Here is one of them:

PG 13. TASS_Police
In the 1990s, the same Russian policemen starts suddenly appear on screens. It seems that organic conversion of image without loss of qualities ​​has become possible due to the customs of the Soviet audience.
The criticism of the Western lifestyle certainly appealed to its texture – goods, foods, clothes, and other elements of environment. The ideological struggle did not negate the fact that the TV viewer of the 1980s preferred to search and filter the objects of a personal interest. It should be stressed that the very existence of such self-interest has been some challenge, as opposed for the archaic but still official doctrine of collectivism. It is more or less obvious, that the image of a luxurious life in the West was based on the familiar modes of leisure, just with plenty of prestigious alcohol, glamour and a female body, nude as possible on Soviet TV.
PG 14. Rafferty_Leisure

I apologize in advance for the quality of the second video; it's a rare series, made in Kiev in 1985. I was lucky to find it in the version recorded from the TV set in contemporary Ukraine (that’s why there’s the logo "Pershiy" (The First in Ukrainian in the right corner). This series is strikingly daring. It is the first feature where the excerpts from American beauty contest and bodybuilders performance are shown on the Soviet screen. Pay your attention also on the sounds of propaganda song, performed by Valery Leontiev , who was one of the radical imitators of soul and RNB stars on official Soviet scene.
PG 14. Ultima Ratio Regnis - Las Vegas

Interestingly, the anchor suddenly comes back and says: It was the life of Las Vegas – casino, drugs, rally, shows and boxing, in that order really, before it discovered a goldmine – beauty contests.

Finally, we cannot ignore the motive of advertising that was borrowed in a Soviet series. Usually these operations caused some transformations of meaning, including comical connotations.  
PG 15. Doc R_Dr.Pepper.

The "Document R" series produced on Belarus TV with actors from the Baltic republics. Heroes of the story constantly watch the news on TV, which creates reflective effect - the viewer watches on TV those, who watch TV. News are often interrupted by advertising, to maintain the image of cheap pleasure society. In the presented clip the refrain «Doctor Pepper, USA» is translated into Russian as "Pepper Beer, United States." The customer wonders how important is that drink for the average American, unless, of course, if nobody realize the fact of cheating. By the way, the TV set plays a key role in another series involving Baltic actors. It is mentioned "Mirage" where the members of the gang watch the news on TV about themselves. This is a frequent device of a plot structure, borrowed from the American media, where the reality of the event is directly proportional to its distribution in the information field. The series is transformed into a space where the television medium controls the course of events. As a result, the borrowed video tells more than its original version. Such kind of mechanism can be found in the same "Mirage".
Pg 15. Mirage. You & Me (actually Finnish Tupla)

It’s funny to find how the Soviet authors force imaginary American viewers to watch an advertising of the Finnish chocolate bar "Tupla". This clip, in its turn, mocks on ridiculous clichés of American culture. However, the entire complex of cultural and semiotic perspectives in the Finnish clip is being neutralized. Tupla is presented here as an American chocolate, and its conventional name is translated as "You and I". Many years gone before the former Soviet citizens started realizing how strange was the device used in the"Mirage".

Let me conclude that the image of the West in the Soviet TV-series was intentionally straightforward and ideologically clear but it has very ambiguous aftermath. The suggestive nature of the visible world have taught Soviet viewers to find a lot of attractions in the Western life even in the most extreme pieces of propaganda. A visual temptation proved its superiority over ideology. Otherwise there’s no explanation of the widest popularity of boring political detectives on the Soviet TV.
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