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Kazaaam! Splat! Ploof! The American Impact on European Popular Culture since
1945, a collection of ªfteen essays edited by Sabrina P. Ramet and Gordana P.
Crnkovib, focuses on the relationship between European and American popu-
lar cultures during the Cold War and early post–Cold War years. Divided into
two sections—Western and Eastern Europe—the volume explores the differ-
ing impact of American popular culture on France, Germany, Britain, Italy,
Norway, Poland, Hungary, Yugoslavia (including its successors states), and
Russia. However, contrary to the title, the anthology also examines the Euro-
pean impact on American popular culture, acknowledging that these dynam-
ics are seldom unidirectional. As the essays show, the handling and consump-
tion of popular culture are an interactive process in which meanings are
appropriated, reshaped, and transformed. This bicultural phenomenon of the
U.S. impact on Europe and the European impact on the United States comes
up in a number of the chapters, covering topics that range from rock-and-roll
music to children’s storybook illustrations to the marketing of Coca-Cola.

Laura E. Cooper and B. Lee Cooper, in “The Pendulum of Cultural Im-
perialism: Popular Music Interchanges between the United States and Britain,
1943–1967,” explain how rock-and-roll crossed the Atlantic from the United
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States to the United Kingdom, only to boomerang when the Beatles launched
“the British invasion.” Suddenly, young men in the United States grew their
hair longer to imitate the mop look of the Fab Four. The British group the
Rolling Stones, with a far sterner style than Buddy Holly or Elvis Presley, soon
followed. The British adaptation of rock-and-roll, the Coopers write, “simul-
taneously represented the triumph and demise of American dominance over
England’s popular music culture.” Beth Holmgren, in “Émigré-zation: Rus-
sian Artists and American Children’s Books,” traces how a number of individ-
uals ºeeing the upheavals of the Bolshevik Revolution and later of Stalinism
eventually took up residency in the United States and introduced to millions
of American children (and their parents) the folk art of Eastern Europe. Art-
ists like Fedor Rojankovsky and Esphyra Slobdkina produced voluminous art-
work for children’s books, retaining their Russian style but at the same time
adopting new motifs in harmony with their new culture. Even the executives
of Coca-Cola, as explained by Steinar Bryn in “The Coca-Cola Co. and the
Olympic Movement,” felt compelled to try to shift their product image from
an American icon to a global one beginning in 1971 with the now legendary
commercial ªlmed on an Italian hilltop in which 200 people from 30 differ-
ent countries sing, albeit in English, “I’d like to teach the world to sing / in
perfect harmony / I’d like to buy the world a Coke / and keep it company.”

In “American Missionaries to ‘Darkest’ Europe,” Rodney Stark offers a
history of the American Christian missionary outreach to Europe but ªrst re-
minds readers that America’s religiosity is rooted in European culture. The
ªrst American missionaries to Europe, beginning in 1837 were of the Mor-
mon stripe, representing a distinctively American brand of religion. They
aimed their message primarily at Great Britain, but many of the converts
eventually immigrated to Utah. Another sect, Jehovah’s Witnesses, began Eu-
ropean mission work after World War I, extending the sect’s spiritual inºu-
ence into Poland, Ukraine, and Russia. Not until after World War II, how-
ever, did American evangelicals see Europe as a “mission ªeld,” a conclusion
inºuenced by their country’s global rivalry with the atheistic Soviet Union.
After the fall of the Berlin Wall, many American missionaries went to Eastern
Europe to renew their efforts, and the churches they planted have proven to
be more vibrant than the ofªcial, state-sponsored churches. Stark believes that
over time the American inºuence in this sphere will mean an end to European
“socialized” Christianity. Readers may wonder, however, whether the impact
of Europe on the missionaries has not been at least as far-reaching. After all,
many of them married foreigners and developed cosmopolitan worldviews.
The Cold War motivational aspect of American overseas proselytizing sug-
gests that both continents have formally or informally linked faith with the
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ideologies of the nation-state. Stark’s claim that American missionaries revital-
ized the European spiritual landscape overlooks the fact that in the meantime
Christianity’s greatest success has been in the Southern Hemisphere, where
the rapid growth of church attendance has largely been divorced from politi-
cal considerations, as noted by Philip Jenkins in The New Christendom:
The Coming of Global Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press,
2002).

Missionaries to Russia after the demise of the Soviet Union certainly
heard their share of stories about unidentiªed ºying objects (UFOs) from var-
ious people they met. Ramet’s reprinted essay, “UFOs over Russia and Eastern
Europe,” places the phenomenon of UFOs in a Cold War context. UFO
“sightings” in Russia greatly increased from the 1940s on, although reports
date as far back as 1910. Communist ofªcials occasionally told UFO stories
to cover up incompetence (such as when a factory blew up or a weapons sys-
tem malfunctioned), but until the advent of glasnost under Mikhail Gorba-
chev it was not safe for ordinary citizens to discuss UFOs openly. During the
Gorbachev era, UFO clubs sprang up all across Russia, and newspapers fre-
quently reported UFO “sightings.” Although Ramet contends that the East
European interest in UFOs was part of “global popular culture in which
American society makes a disproportionate contribution,” she does not spe-
ciªcally show how the American interest in UFOs transferred to the generally
closed societies of Eastern Europe. She notes the “broad similarities” between
American and European UFO culture, but fails to demonstrate how one
evolved into or affected the other.

In numerous cases when American popular culture made its impact on
Europe, the resulting “splat” was one of changed meaning. Human agency is
an important factor in any study of cultural exchange. Is American popular
culture “American” after it has been Europeanized? Herbert J. Eagle, in “The
Appropriation of the American Gangster Film and the Transition to Capital-
ism,” shows how ªlmmakers in post-Communist Eastern Europe have used
the gangster cinema ªgure to critique the unsavory aspects of their countries’
adoption of free-market economic institutions. The irony in this case is that a
genre of American popular culture is invoked to call into question its main
ideological presuppositions.

Even American fast food undermines the reputation of a superpower’s
culture. In 1993 a Dairy Queen opened in Pécs, Hungary, but, according to
Beverly James in her ethnographic study “Two Cheers for the Red, White,
and Blue: Hungarian Assessments of American Popular Culture,” many resi-
dents of that university town found that the new ice cream parlor made scant
difference in their daily lives. Most Hungarians were working more than one
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job, had little if any leisure time to watch television, and could not afford
many of the alluring products of the West. Although Hungarians welcomed
American popular culture, including fast food, they did not see it as altering
their Hungarian culture. To the contrary, American commercialization and
homogenization convinced them that Hungarian culture is superior and more
genuine.

Similarly, the Croatian writer Dubravka Ugrešib, in Have a Nice Day:
From the Balkan War to the American Dream, trans. by Celia Hawkesworth
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1994), views the United States as culturally infe-
rior. Part travelogue and part ªctional work, Have a Nice Day is a “them look-
ing at us” work, one that offers a Croatian’s perspective of life in America, but
it is unfortunately ºawed by banal stereotyping and clichéd commentary.
Gordana P. Crnkovib shows how Ugrešib’s account of her dealings with Amer-
ican book publishers may reveal an effort to compel European writers to ad-
here to prescribed American notions of Europeans. But the real question is
why did Ugrešib care to break into the American market in the ªrst place?
Furthermore, many American writers can note with exasperation that they,
too, were forced to shape their manuscripts to ªt the mold of commercial
publishing criteria. The fact that Ugrešib could critique the American pub-
lishing industry yet have her book produced by the very industry she is dis-
paraging suggests strong appropriation.

Marianne Debouzy, in her essay “Does Mickey Mouse Threaten French
Culture? The French Debate about EuroDisneyland,” argues that despite any
cultural adaptation that may occur during the cross-cultural exchange, the
ªnal result is a process of Americanization. She dubs it an American coloniza-
tion of French culture. But one might note that the creations of Walt Disney
are largely an adaptation of European folktales and myths. The Walt Disney
Magic Kingdom castle was actually modeled after one of the most popular
castles in Europe, the Neuschwanstein castle in Germany, which receives 1.3
million visitors annually. Debouzy suggests that American popular culture has
caused a cultural divide in France between the older and younger generations,
with the latter more accommodating to EuroDisney than the former.

Reading Debouzy’s analysis of Disney’s labor problems in France makes
this reader wish that the volume had featured a piece on the efforts by Wal-
Mart to tap into the European market. Unfortunately, Kazaaam! Splat! Poof! is
stale in places. Two of Ramet’s essays were previously published, one in 1988
and another in 1998. Bryn’s piece on Coca-Cola was originally composed in
1993. Although the Cold War has ended, the ramiªcations continue to be
played out, especially in the context of popular culture. In that sense, a lot has
happened since 1988, 1993, and even 1998. The essays in the volume primar-
ily examine different aspects of globalization during the second half of the
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twentieth century, and the reader is left wondering how one differentiates
“Americanization” from “modernization.” Is the commercial commodiªcat-
ion and homogenization representative of American culture, or it is represen-
tative of modern capitalism, which the United States happens to have mas-
tered (or been mastered by)? As Crnkovib cautions in an introductory essay,
what might at a superªcial glance appear to be the “Americanization” of Eu-
rope might actually be a case in which “European postindustrial societies . . .
are in some areas reaching the points that the United States has simply
reached ªrst and are now merely adopting the existing forms (which happen
to be ‘made in the United States’) that ªt those points.”

How American culture absorbed the realities of the nuclear age is the
theme of Atomic Culture: How We Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the
Bomb, a slim collection of eight essays and an introduction, edited by Scott C.
Zeman and Michael A. Amundson. The volume explores “atomic culture,”
speciªcally “lowbrow” and “highbrow” popular culture as well as material cul-
ture, all of which reveal how American society understood and tried to come
to grips with the nuclear era. Numerous illustrations, some in color, augment
this study. Until the mid–1980s few historians addressed the issue of nuclear
weaponry and its impact on American popular culture, but this changed after
the publication of Paul Boyer’s landmark book By the Bomb’s Early Light:
American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age (New York: Pan-
theon, 1985). Zeman and Amundson provide an engaging contribution to
this ªeld of study.

Many people are probably unaware that Dagwood Bumstead, the bum-
bling comic-strip ªgure, once was chosen to explain nuclear power to young
people. The hope was that the King Features comic book Dagwood Splits the
Atom (1949) would inspire young people to consider a career in the nuclear
energy industry. It was a clever ploy to emphasize the accessibility of the ªeld
to ordinary citizens: If Dagwood was able to master the nuclear intricacies,
then so could everybody else. Ferenc M. Stasz’s essay, “Atomic Comics: The
Comic Book Industry Confronts the Atomic Age,” goes on to examine the
comic book’s various approaches to the nuclear age, a combination of science
ªction and action ªgure exploits, from the Jay Burtis Company’s Atomic
Bomb (1945) to Al Fagio’s Atomic Rabbit (1950s) to Reactor Girl (1992). The
earlier comic books emphasized all-out nuclear destruction, but after the Cold
War the focus shifted to concerns about proper management of nuclear waste
and other “mundane” concerns. In popular culture after September 2001, a
genre of comic books has emerged with terrorists attempting to detonate
“dirty bombs.” Amundson’s “Uranium on the Cranium” focuses on how pop-
ular culture addressed the topic of this important mineral for the nuclear in-
dustry. The zany ªlm Dig That Uranium (Allied Artists, 1957) is a narrative
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of two cowboys who travel through the Badlands and come across “babes”
who make their Geiger counters really click. In later years, popular culture
dealt less facetiously with the genuine hazards of uranium. However, the
1990s witnessed a warped nostalgia for those days in the 1950s when families
played board games such as “Uranium Rush.”

Jon Hunner’s essay explains how Los Alamos, with its pristine family
communities of ranch homes, helped Americans to think positively about the
new nuclear age. Los Alamos represented abundance and afºuence based on
the fruits of nuclear energy. It was here at the Atomic City that some of the
country’s ªrst nuclear civil defense drills were held, even though by the time
the hydrogen bomb was developed, such responses were nothing more than a
“placebo” to help reduce fears of an attack. The symbolism of this community
helped authorities to avoid a real public debate about the hazards of nuclear
technology. Los Alamos, as an outpost of the Cold War frontier, provided
technological know-how and at the same time offered cultural assurances.

One of the most intriguing contributions to this volume is a photo-
graphic essay by Peter Goin, who gathered old documentary photographs of
nuclear test explosions and different test sites and then juxtaposed them with
recent photographs he took of the same locations. His visits to the Nevada
Test Site, the Trinity Test Site, and Hanford are like explorations in strictly
forbidden territory. These ghost sites remain radioactive and are likely to re-
main off limits to the general public for centuries. The obelisk monument
marking the site of the world’s ªrst nuclear explosion is a strange artifact, as
isolated and foreboding as the arm of the Statue of Liberty sticking out of the
sand in the movie Planet of the Apes. Similarly, Peter C. Van Wyck’s essay, ac-
companied by eerie black-and-white drawings, offers an account of some pro-
posed colossal markers that would give warning of radioactive waste sites.
These markers presumably will be alerting future generations for at least
10,000 years.

“The Mushroom Cloud as Kitsch,” by A. Constandina Titus, is a highly
perceptive essay that explores the different meanings over the years of the nu-
clear mushroom cloud. Originally, the cloud represented power and freedom,
“right and might,” and technological superiority. Soon thereafter Madison
Avenue used it to proclaim that certain consumer goods were “hot.” Similarly,
beauty queens (Miss Atom Bomb) wore outªts depicting a mushroom cloud.
Some women even wore “Fat Man” earrings. The symbol faded after 1963
when nuclear tests were moved underground. But afterward the cloud
emerged as a symbol of protest by the counterculture, making its way, for ex-
ample, to the cover of rock-and-roll albums. The semi-documentary ªlm
Atomic Café (1982) showed plenty of footage of mushroom clouds, which
mesmerized audiences and actually produced an effect the opposite of what
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was intended. In the years following the Cold War the mushroom cloud be-
came less of a negative symbol, even being proudly displayed on the Nevada
license plate.

Both Kazaaam! Splat! Ploof! and Atomic Culture reinforce William Faulk-
ner’s dictum that the past is not dead, because it is not even past. However,
culture is dynamic and the past as viewed from the present is often reworked
with new meanings. Many aspects of Cold War popular culture are still with
us but are constantly undergoing change and reworking to reºect the latest is-
sues and sentiments.
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