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1.  Research Agenda 
 
 Funding from the Title VIII Combined Research and language program provided 
me with the opportunity to conduct the bulk of my dissertation research on the mythology 
of the Russian Civil War in Soviet Russia.  I analyze the cultural dimensions of the 
Russian Civil War cult, a complex and far-reaching system of signs, codes, and rituals 
that instructed Soviet citizens in socialist mores and how to thrive under the new regime.  
The cult was meant to mold Bolshevik identity and to enhance the party’s legitimacy and 
authority.  Through the use of film, literature, and physical representation (monuments, 
memorials, and geographic space), the state attempted to transmit ideological concepts 
about socialism and the role of sacrifice in defending the revolution during the Stalin era.  
A pantheon of Civil War heroes provided the examples for ideal Soviet behavior in the 
inter-war period. 
 In order to fulfill my research goals, I consulted various state archives and 
libraries in Moscow over several months.  In addition, I supplemented my research with 
advanced language training at the International University in Moscow, where I not only 
received excellent language instruction, but also valuable advice about my sources as 
well as suggestions about my arguments from a uniquely Russian perspective.  The 
friends and colleagues I met through the American Councils program have helped me not 
only to shape my project, but have also supported me both personally and professionally 
throughout my stay in Russia.  Oleg Akimov helped me personally to gain access to 
RGALI and GARF, and even walked with me to these archives so I could find them 
easily.  Oleg’s assistance in all aspects of my program was invaluable to me, and I cannot 
praise him enough for his unceasing support.  This was perhaps the most rewarding part 
of my research experience. 
 
2.  Archives and Libraries  
 
 My academic affiliation was with the International University in Moscow, which 
provided me with the necessary letters (otnoshenie) to gain access to the archives.  It took 
about three weeks for these letters to be processed and officially signed, a lag-time that I 
found slightly disheartening.  Thankfully I was able to make use of that downtime by 
doing research with secondary literature at the Russian State Library (the Lenin Library) 
and eventually gained access to all the archives on my list. 
 
The Russian State Library (Leninka): 
 



I worked here off and on throughout the period of research, and I found it to be 
both a highly rewarding and frustrating place in which to work.  The most annoying part 
about conducting research at the Lenin Library was the endless remont (which, by the 
way, has already been going on for several years – an agonizingly slow, bureaucratic 
process that reveals one of the most distasteful sides of Russian life).  I had attempted to 
work there previously in 2004-05 with little result, and was horrified to discover on my 
return trip that the exact same renovations were still taking place.  This meant that most 
of the books I wished to read (unfortunately the call numbers I wanted to order were for 
books housed in sections of the library undergoing remont) were still unavailable to me.  
When I asked (continuously) when these renovations would be complete, I always 
received the same answer: when they are finished.  This was extremely vexing to say the 
least, but the books I did receive were quite helpful for my research, and photo-copying 
machines outside the reading rooms are convenient and not prohibitively expensive 
(seven rubles a page for books published before 1950; four rubles for more recent 
editions).  Many of my colleagues had permission to work in Reading Hall Number 3 (for 
graduate students and scholars), but I ended up working in Reading Hall Number 2 for 
some reason.  Fortunately for me, despite its more public atmosphere, I found this 
reading room to be a rather pleasant and quiet place in which to work.  Like most 
institutions in Russia, the stacks are closed, but orders are usually processed within two 
hours, and the electronic reading room allows you the opportunity to peruse dissertations 
and other materials while you wait. 
 
RGALI: 
 
 I spent a fair amount of time in the State Archive of Literature and Art, where I 
worked mostly with the fond of the Vasil’ev brothers, the directors of Chapaev, the most 
popular film about the Civil War.  RGALI is rather small, and actually has two separate 
buildings, one that houses the main reading room and card catalog, and the other that 
houses the microfilm reading room.  This is a bit confusing, especially since permission 
to enter the archive is given only at the main reading room in the building behind 
Vyborgskaia Street.  You need to take a back alley to reach this entrance.  The archival 
pass costs 15 rubles (you will need to bring a photograph with you). Photocopies are a 
gut wrenching $2 a page; there is also a daily cost to bring a laptop computer into the 
archive.  While I was working at this archive they suddenly (and with no warning) 
changed their working hours.  Sanitation days are usually on the first Monday of every 
month.  Finally it should be said that the archive actually opens only when the sotrudniki 
arrive to work, and they seem to arrive when they feel like it; do not be surprised if you 
show up at opening hour only to find you must wait twenty minutes (or longer) for the 
archive actually to open. 

RGALI’s main reading room is drafty, badly lit, and cramped, but it is also quiet, 
and you can usually find an open seat to work.  The sotrudniki there are unfortunately 
rude and completely unhelpful, but the card catalog in the basement is quite accessible 
for most information (which you can browse by subject heading), and the opisi are kept 
on shelves near the reading room where you can look at them at your leisure.  An 
incredibly nice and helpful woman runs the microfilm room, and it is quiet and cozy, but 
while I was there they began remont and shut down most of their microfilm machines.  



Thankfully this occurred once the bulk of my research at the archive was finished, but it 
was still exasperating.  Orders placed at the beginning of the week are usually processed 
within three to four business days.  I ordered documents on Monday and usually had 
them in hand by Friday. 
 
RGASPI: 
 
 The State Archive of Socio-Political History is conveniently located in Moscow’s 
center (a brisk five to ten minute walk from metro station Teatral’naia or Pushkinskaia).  
Gaining entrance to the reading room requires you to call from the lobby.  Once you have 
told them your familia and research topic, they will instruct you to hand the phone to the 
security officer at the lobby desk.  Then you can proceed to the fifth floor where you can 
fill out the necessary paperwork.  This process is actually quite simple, and the sotrudniki 
there are very patient (for the most part).  Gaining access to the opisi depends on the 
whims of the archival assistant (affectionately known among Western scholars as 
“Crazy” Misha).  He is hard to work with, but he is also extremely knowledgeable.  Once 
he knows your topic he hands you the opisi he thinks will be most helpful to you.  You 
will have to be firm and patient with him if you want to get the opisi you actually want. 
 RGASPI is only open on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, but there is no 
sanitation day, and orders are usually processed within two business days.  There is no 
limit to the number of dela you can order at one time, but you may not receive them all 
the same day.  There is plenty of space in the reading room, and access to dela is 
convenient.  You are assigned your own key to a personal locker where your dela are 
stored.  You can access this locker at your convenience.  There is also no cost to use a 
laptop in this archive. 
 
GARF: 
 
 The State Archive of the Russian Federation is overall a fairly comfortable place 
to work.  The reading room on the second floor is usually crowded with researchers, 
however; arriving early is strongly recommended.  There are a limited number of 
microfilm readers, and at any time half of them may be out of order, so judge your time 
effectively if you anticipate that you will be using microfilm on any given day.  The 
sotrudniki at GARF are quite helpful and knowledgeable, and orders are usually 
processed within two business days.  I had very few problems working at this archive. 
 
RGVA: 
 
 I spent a good part of my research working at the Russian State Military Archive, 
which is conveniently located close to RGALI.  This made it far easier to make the most 
of my limited research time, as I could maintain a steady flow of orders between each 
archive.  Unfortunately, both RGVA and RGALI share sanitation days on the first day of 
the month, so plan to work elsewhere on these dates.  In terms of working conditions, 
RGVA is similar to GARF.  Although the sotrudniki are not as knowledgeable, the 
reading room is not uncomfortable, and is usually not crowded.  Like GARF there is a 
limited number of working microfilm readers.  Scholars can order up to ten files on 



microfilm at a time, or up to five physical dela.  These orders must be made separately.  
Orders are processed within two to three business days.  Opisi are given out by the 
sotrudniki, but you can peruse several of them at one time, and their putevoditel’ is also a 
helpful resource.  If you order materials before noon, you can usually receive them in two 
days rather than three. 
 
Future Plans: 
 
 My research in Moscow has provided me with sufficient information to finish 
writing the dissertation, which I plan to complete by spring 2008.  Simultaneously I am 
working on two articles for publication, both based on chapters from the dissertation.  
The first article, “‘The Entire Country Shall Watch Chapaev’: Visual Power and 
Expressions of Social Identity in Soviet Russia, 1934-1939”, will incorporate much of the 
material I found at RGALI.  My second project concerns Gorkii’s History of the Russian 
Civil War in the USSR, and the complex issues of citizen participation and state 
intervention during the Great Terror.  In addition I intend to present parts of my chapter 
drafts at conferences and workshops over the next year.  I am very grateful to all the 
friends and colleagues at American Councils who helped make my research goals a 
reality, and I look forward to working with them again as my academic interests expand 
in the coming years. 
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