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Research Abstract:  

 My dissertation project examines the role of cultural production in nation-building in 

Soviet Turkic republics from the late 1920s through the 1940s. More specifically, it explores 

ethnic canon-building in the early Soviet period through the adaptation of inherited cultural 

products and the generation of new ones, tracing the process from the vantage point of the center 

(Moscow) as well as of the ethnic periphery (represented by case studies of two Turkic republics 

– Azerbaijan and, to a lesser extent, Uzbekistan). This design will allow me to gauge local 

contingencies against the larger backdrop of official Union-wide policies promoting artistic 

production as a means of nation-building among “backward” ethnic minorities. In addition, the 

method highlights interactions among representatives of the bureaucratic, political, and creative 

establishments on the all-Union and republican levels. With its focus on individual actors as well 

as on individual cultural products and the circumstances of their creation, the project depends on 

close examination of primary sources (published and archival) available in Moscow and Baku. 
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Research Goals:  

 My project aims to explore the role of culture in the formation of national identity among 

ethnic minorities in the early Soviet period. To discover the linkages between the processes of 

nation-building and artistic canon-building there are a number of intersecting and mutually 

illuminating narratives to consider. Apart from the plot unfolding “on stage” – that is, the 

narrative presented within the frame of a given artwork – there is the “behind-the-scenes” story 

of the work’s creation, traceable through archival sources, both bureaucratic and personal. In 

addition, there is a discrete official narrative about the cultural artifact under examination, 

typically set forth in published sources. A picture that includes the intersections and entwinement 

of all these strands requires examination of published material alongside archival sources. 

Therefore, libraries as well as archives in Moscow and Baku are crucial to my project, offering 

access to published primary material (especially in Azeri and Uzbek) unavailable in the U.S. 

 The approach of looking at cultural artifacts (individually and as they are organized into a 

canon), their reception, and the political circumstances surrounding their creation (or adaptation) 

is both interdisciplinary and novel, especially with regard to the Soviet Union’s ethnic 

minorities. In the subfield of Soviet history, scholars have only begun to make their way through 

voluminous archival material that has been available for a mere two decades. This is particularly 

true of archival sources in the non-Slavic republics, which have been relatively neglected. 

Accordingly, my project’s comparative nature – with an examination of Union-wide trends as 

well as case studies of Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan – directs our gaze beyond the central Soviet 

state and Russian Soviet culture, which have received considerable scholarly treatment already. 

In addition to refining our historiographical portrait of these, exposing both the expansiveness  
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and limitations of their reach, the project promises to illuminate the ethnic Soviet state, ethnic 

Soviet cultural identities, and ethnic artistic landmarks that are little known in the West.  

 

Research Activities:  

 During the fall semester I spent in Moscow supported by American Councils, I divided 

my time on weekdays among three archives: RGASPI (Russian State Archive of Social and 

Political History, formerly the Central Party Archive); GARF (the State Archive of the Russian 

Federation); and RGALI (Russian State Archive of Literature and Art). Most Saturdays were 

spent at the Russian State Library (formerly Lenin Library).  

 At RGASPI, I looked chiefly at protocols of meetings of the Central Committee of the 

Communist parties of Uzbekistan and of Azerbaijan from the late 1930s, years crucial to my 

project on the construction of a Union-wide, multi-ethnic canon of artistic works. These years 

saw the introduction of the dekady of national arts in Moscow as well as the beginning of a trend 

to elevate national cultural figures (such as Georgia’s Rustaveli, Azerbaijan’s Nizami Gandjevi, 

and Uzbekistan’s Alisher Navoi) to the all-Union level through elaborate jubilee celebrations 

held throughout the Soviet Union. Minutes of meetings of republic Party leaders reflect the back-

and-forth between Moscow and local figures over the preparation for such events. Though 

documents detailing discussions within each republic are located in Baku and Tashkent archives, 

my work at RGASPI was helpful in familiarizing me with the cast of local political actors, a list 

that was constantly changing in the mid- and late-1930s as a result of ongoing purges, 

particularly in the ethnic republics. 

 At RGALI, I focused on a number of collections, including the central state publishing 

houses for music, art, and literature as well as the Union of Soviet Writers, the Union of Soviet 
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Composers, and the All-Union Committee on Arts Affairs. The latter three bodies were created 

as a result of the April 23, 1932, Resolution of the Central Committee of the All-Union 

Communist Party “On the Restructuring of Literary and Artistic Organizations,” which dissolved 

existing artists’ organizations in all branches of the arts and mandated the creation of a single 

union for all writers across the USSR. The writers union was to serve as the model for analogous 

unions for the other arts (composers, architects, studio artists), which were formed over the 

course of the ensuing years. This restructuring sealed Party control of artistic output, which was 

guided by the new official artistic doctrine, socialist realism. In January 1936, the Central 

Committee created the All-Union Committee on Arts Affairs to oversee and coordinate the 

efforts of artistic producers. Practically speaking, the All-Union was put in charge of all the tools 

of canon-building, from the publication of textbooks used in all branches of the arts to the 

placement of statues and plaques commemorating important cultural figures. The old Bolshevik 

Platon Kerzhentsev was named chair of the All-Union Committee. Although he was removed 

from the post in early 1938, his two-year stint at the All-Union Committee coincided with the 

establishment of much of the institutional infrastructure that supported High Stalinism in the arts. 

All-Union arts competitions and the dekady of national art were part of this infrastructure.  

 The vagaries of doing archival research in Russia – e.g., the impossibility starting in 

November of requesting files from personal collections because of a lack of heat in the 

repository where these documents are kept – kept me from getting through as much material in 

Moscow as I would have liked. I did, however, develop a foundation for my research in Baku, 

where my goal was to look into the local context of arts canon-building, beginning with 

documents related to the local analog of Kerzhentsev’s all-Union arts committee, the Directorate 

of Arts Affairs of the Azerbaijan SSR.  
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 It is worth noting that in Baku getting the information one needs – whether it is finding 

out the procedure for registering with the authorities or finding out the address and operating 

hours of an archive – can be a challenge. For example, registration upon arrival is a complex, 

costly, time-consuming, and rarely straightforward task. The lack of maps showing bus routes 

means that learning to navigate areas of the city not served by the metro requires time and 

patience. In contrast to Moscow, where the archives I used maintain informative web sites, the 

Internet presence of archives in Baku is extremely limited. For all these reasons, initial set-up for 

the first-time researcher may take longer in Baku than the analogous exercise in Moscow. 

 While in Baku, I have divided my time on weekdays between two archives – the 

Republic of Azerbaijan State Archive of Literature and Art named for Salman Mumtaz and the 

State Archive of the Republic of Azerbaijan. Both of these archives are administered by the 

Republic of Azerbaijan National Archive Directorate, and it is relatively easy to obtain 

permission to use them with a letter of introduction from a foreign organization such as 

American Councils. In contrast, the Republic of Azerbaijan State Archive of Political Parties and 

Social Movements (the former Communist Party Archive), is administered by the presidential 

administration. The very knowledgeable staff in the Baku office of American Councils, which 

furnished my letters of introduction, indicated that in the past foreigners have had difficulty 

gaining admission to this archive with letters from American Councils. For this reason, I turned 

to the local institution with which I am affiliated, the Azerbaijan Diplomatic Academy (ADA), 

for assistance. With a letter from ADA, I had no trouble getting permission to use the archive, 

but obtaining the letter did take some time. As a result, the bulk of my research in this archive 

will be done when I remain in Baku after the completion of my American Councils fellowship. 
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  My time in the literature and art archive was spent examining the contents of three 

collections – the Directorate of Arts Affairs of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Azerbaijan; the 

Union of Soviet Composers of Azerbaijan SSR; and the Union of Soviet Writers of Azerbaijan 

SSR – which are the the local Azerbaijani branches of their respective all-Union organizations. 

In the State Archive, I began to examine documents connected with organs of the arts 

bureaucracy that were under the control of the Council of People’s Deputies (SovNarKom). 

These include, for example, the Radio Committee of Azerbaijan SSR and the Commissariat of 

Enlightenment (NarKomPros) of Azerbaijan SSR, which administered artistic matters until the 

creation of the Directorate of Arts Affairs in 1936.    

 My evenings, after the archives closed, were devoted to Azerbaijani lessons with a 

private instructor (three times a week) and preparation for these lessons. On weekends (when the 

archives were closed), I made use of the Mirza Fatali Akhundov National Library of Azerbaijan, 

where Soviet books and periodicals in both Russian and Azeri are available. In addition, I 

attended a number of Azerbaijani cultural events (ballets, operas, concerts, lectures), which gave 

me the opportunity to witness stage performances of many of the artistic products whose creation 

is documented in the archives.    

 

Important Research Findings:  

 While the subject of artistic production in the Stalin era has received a large amount of 

scholarly attention, there are lacunae in our knowledge. Much of the existing work focuses on 

arts administration at the all-Union level, with less attention paid to the local affiliates of artistic 

unions in the various ethnic republics. As a result, analysis is slanted toward the directives issued 

from the center, leaving the response from the ethnic periphery underexamined. One of the goals 
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of my research is to investigate how these policies were received, interpreted, and carried out in 

the ethnic periphery and then trace the presentation of the resulting artistic products to Moscow. 

In this way, I aim to reconstruct these exchanges between periphery and center. In addition, the 

scholarship generally tends to focus on one branch of the arts, neglecting the interaction among 

them. Given the Soviet regard for writers as the “engineers of human souls,”
1
 it is unsurprising 

that much of the scholarship, following this emphasis on the written word, has focused on writers 

and literature. Certainly, scholars have made important contributions to the study of other 

branches of the arts, but treatment of the interconnectedness of the arts remains an area where 

there is much work to be done. The conventional view is that writers were the artistic vanguard, 

leading the way, with denizens of other branches of the arts following in their exemplary 

footsteps.
2
 But the dekady of national art, in which all aspects of an ethnic republic’s artistic 

accomplishments were on display in the capital of the Soviet Union, frames the 

interconnectedness of different branches and genres. Significantly, various branches of art – 

music, dance, writing – come together in opera, a genre on which Soviet arts policy put an 

especially high premium. 

 When following the trajectory of the development of ethnic art, one is struck by the 

centrality of music to two separate but related Soviet projects: the popularization of ethnic 

culture within the ethnic group as a means of building a discrete national identity, and the 

group’s self-presentation to the rest of the Soviet Union as a means of building a multi-national 

Soviet identity. For both of these projects, the identification of key artistic accomplishments 

from each culture and the enshrinement of these works in both a local and an all-Union canon 

                                                           
1
 The oft-repeated phrase was first uttered by Maxim Gorky. See Jeffrey Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin!: 

Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War (Princeton, 2000), 111. 
2
 See Katerina Clark and Evgeny Dobrenko, eds., Soviet Culture and Power: A History in Documents, 1917-1953 

(Yale, 2007), 139.  
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that could then be popularized was a central goal of cultural policy. Thus, in terms of artistic 

culture, literacy came to mean familiarity with the canons of one’s own people as well as those 

of the brotherly Soviet peoples. Relatedly, respect for and admiration of the artistic 

accomplishments of another group was also an important means of internal diplomacy, which 

had particular importance for groups that had a history of discord, such as Armenians and 

Azerbaijanis. My research reveals that one of the tasks of the republican artistic unions was the 

popularization of the republic’s culture both at home and throughout the Soviet Union. For 

example, by the mid-1930s the Union of Soviet Composers of Azerbaijan was actively 

publicizing Azerbaijani music through the organization of concerts in various Soviet cities, the 

sending of catalogs of available books and music, and the active lobbying of the central 

publishing organs to publish Azerbaijani music and information about it. 

 The emphasis on music and exchange of musical traditions seems to rest on a number of 

practical considerations. First, unlike theater and literature, which require the time- and labor-

intensive process of translation to be accessible to the populations of other “brother” nations, 

music is an art form that can be enjoyed by (and have a visceral impact on) any audience. 

Second, before becoming chair of the All-Union Committee on Arts Affairs, Platon Kerzhentsev 

headed the All-Union Radio Committee, and in fact chaired both committees simultaneously for 

nearly a year. Under his chairmanship, the Radio Committee developed a network of choirs and 

orchestras as well as programming about the various republics designed to acquaint listeners 

with the Soviet Union’s variety of constituent cultures. The first All-Union Choral Olympiad, 

held in June 1936, was a joint effort of both committees. Thus the infrastructure that Kerzhenstev 

built during his years at the Radio Committee supported his first activities as head of the Arts 

Committee, a connection that documents at GARF and RGASPI brought into focus. I was 
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subsequently able to locate transcripts of cultural radio programming from the mid-1930s in the 

collection of the Russian State Library.  

 On the local level, it was the republican radio committees that organized and 

implemented the popularization of local musical traditions throughout the republic, instilling a 

sense of national musical traditions and canonical works in all segments of the population. For a 

society that in the 1930s remained semi-literate, the spoken (and sung) work was a key building 

block in national ethnic identity. In Azerbaijan, it was the radio committee that first presented the 

fusion of national traditions and Soviet “progress” to a mass audience. In the “Eastern” (read: 

Islamic) republics, where musical traditions relied on improvisation, progress meant the 

introduction of Western conventions, habits and forms – musical notation, the multi-voice choir, 

the symphony orchestra. Moscow put a premium on the use of features it regarded as signs of 

musical progress – the baritone voice (which was unknown in traditional Azeri music), 

polyphony, and, of course, fixed scores of written notes. In 1931, Azerbaijani composer Uzeyir 

Hajibeyli established Azerbaijan’s first music-reading folk instrument orchestra (notlu xalq çalğı 

alətləri orkestri) under the aegis of the Azerbaijani Radio Committee. Hajibeyli remained an 

important liaison between the Composers Union and the Radio Committee as well as one of the 

key planners of the Dekada of Azerbaijani Art, held in Moscow in 1938. 

 Moscow’s guidelines for the creation of ethnic art were summed up in the notoriously 

vague prescription of “national in form, socialist in content.” Furthermore, the pressure to 

generate masterpieces of ethnic art, art that celebrated national identity, increased as a wave of 

purges of “bourgeois nationalists” in ethnic republics intensified. Transcripts of meetings of 

composers and choir directors reflect the twin anxieties of producing and not producing. For 

example, in one conversation, a choir director from the Volga German autonomous republic 
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expresses his concern that the church music that represents so much of the traditional vocal 

repertory of his region is unsuitable for presentation at an all-Union choir competition (f. 962, 

op. 3, d. 94, l. 7). A choir director from Dagestan opines that his choir reflects the ethnic 

diversity of his home region, but worries that Moscow will criticize him for a program that 

presents the music of some groups and not others (ibid., l. 15 ob.).    

 Yet, unlike some other republics (Uzbekistan, for instance), Azerbaijan remarkably  

managed to generate a set of artists and a canon of work that met with Moscow’s enthusiastic 

approval. Hajibeyli’s role in this success is difficult to underestimate. Even before the revolution, 

Hajibeyli had experimented with synthesizing Eastern and Western musical traditions, and the 

arc of his creative life undoubtedly moves in an increasingly Europeanizing direction. But how 

was Hajibeyli, a pre-revolutionary intellectual with nationalist credentials from a milieu that was 

decimated by Stalin’s purges, able not only to survive but to produce work that secured the 

blessing of a notoriously capricious Stalin? First, Hajibeyli’s penchant for stylistic synthesis 

allowed him to sidestep one of the pitfalls of Stalin’s “national in form, socialist in content” 

directive – namely, that no one knew what it meant. By presenting products that fit a confusing 

bill, Hajibeyli was able to put flesh on the bones of Stalin’s vague words, making the 

prescription seem more coherent than it actually was. Second, Stalin (along with many members 

of his inner circle) were from the Caucasus and therefore had a special, intimate relationship with 

it. Stalin himself had spent time in Baku before the revolution, where he almost certainly was 

exposed to Hajibeyli’s pre-revolutionary compositions, which were immensely popular. Stalin’s 

familiarity with Caucasian culture, I posit, helped Hajibeyli and other Azerbaijani artists to 

sidestep another pitfall of the “national in form, socialist in content” proviso, the potential 



 

 

11 
 

contradiction between authenticity to the native audience and accessibility to outsiders, two 

characteristics that ethnic Soviet work was expected to have.       

 Immediately following the success of the dekada of Azerbaijani art, authorities in Baku 

embarked on plans for the Union-wide celebration of the 800
th

 jubilee of 12
th

-13
th

 century poet 

Nizami Gandjevi, planned for fall 1941 but was postponed by the war and finally held only in 

1947. The archival material connected with this event offers a peek at the anatomy of these kinds 

of national turned all-Union events. The Nizami jubilee is particularly interesting because it 

presented a variety of challenges – for example, proving claims of Nizami’s Azeri nationality 

(since the poet wrote in Persian), popularizing arcane Islamic medieval poetry (which required 

large amounts of translation and explanatory notes), and the squaring of Nizami’s life and work 

with the tenets of Marxist-Leninist views of history. I am just beginning to explore the Nizami-

related documents in the former Communist Party archive in Baku, but I expect my findings to 

shed new light on the conclusions I have already drawn about the role of music and the 1938 

Dekada of Azerbaijani Art. 

 

Policy Implications and Recommendations:  

 Today, even as Azerbaijan seeks to reconnect with its pre-Soviet past, the cultural 

production and initiatives of the Soviet era remain anchors of its identity. For example, 

Azerbaijan’s self-image remains closely connected with its role as a progressive pioneer in the 

Islamic world and a synthesizer of Eastern and Western traditions. The composer Hajibeyli and 

the poet Nizami remain among the brightest stars in the Azerbaijani cultural firmament, and the 

celebration of their lives and work is a mainstay of cultural activity here. In April 2013 a special 

performance of Hajibeyli’s opera Koroğlu, which had its Moscow premiere during the Dekada of 
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Azerbaijani Art in 1938 before an audience that included Stalin, was dedicated to the 90
th

 

anniversary of Heydar Aliyev’s birth. Then, as now, it was considered the pinnacle of Hajibeyli’s 

creative career and a prime example of Azerbaijani national opera.  

 Perhaps even more important, the popularization of Azerbaijani culture both domestically 

and beyond the country’s borders remains a pillar of Azerbaijan’s cultural policy today. 

Azerbaijan craves a place on the world stage and has seen the cultural path as a route to this 

recognition. Rare is the day when national news outlets do not report a cultural exchange or 

festival of Azerbaijani culture somewhere in the world. As one of the occupations of the Heydar 

Aliyev Foundation, such cultural promotion activities are a legacy of Heydar Aliyev, whose 

political career spanned the late Soviet and early post-Soviet periods. As with Heydar Aliyev 

himself, who honed his leadership skills in the Soviet era, the roots of Azerbaijan’s cultural 

diplomacy can be seen in its Soviet past, specifically in the Soviet-era dekady of art. 

 For these and other reasons, the study of Azerbaijan’s cultural landscape during the 

Soviet period is relevant today. Historical research is an essential guard against the dangers of 

revisionism. For example, the documents of organizations such as the Composers Union show 

how representatives of Azerbaijan’s ethnic minorities contributed to the development and 

promotion of Azerbaijani culture, including ethnic Armenian composers who wrote music based 

on Azeri muğams and lyrics in the Azeri language.  

  

Co-Curricular Activity:  

 During my stay in Russia I took two weekend excursions related to my research. The first 

was to Yekaterinburg, where I visited the city’s opera and ballet theater as well as an exhibit on 

the history of opera in the cultural seat of the Urals. This glimpse into the opera scene of 
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provincial Russia during the late tsarist period and the Soviet period provided a useful basis for 

comparison with Baku as it was helpful in separating out provincial contingencies from national 

ones. A second trip, to Kazan, gave me a reference point for comparing the development of 

national cultural identity among a Turkic ethnic group residing within the boundaries of Russia. 

In addition, I visited an exhibit in Moscow that covered the history of the All-Russian 

Agricultural and Craft Exhibition, held in Gorky Park in 1923. This exhibition, which coincided 

with the formation of the Soviet Union, included pavilions for each republic, including 

Azerbaijan and Turkestan and thus offered some perspective on the shift from an “All-Russian” 

to an “All-Soviet” identity.  

 In Baku, apart from meeting with members of the staff of the cultural affairs section of 

the U.S. Embassy, I met with Hafiz Pashayev, formerly Azerbaijan’s ambassador to the United 

States and currently the rector of the Azerbaijan Diplomatic Academy. As the son of a prominent 

Azerbaijani writer whose career spanned the 1930s to the 1970s, Ambassador Pashayev had 

much information to share about creative life in Soviet Azerbaijan and Azerbaijan’s cultural 

diplomacy during this period. In addition, I attended a lecture on the life and work of the 

Azerbaijani composer Qara Qarayev, delivered in Azeri by a representative of the Composers 

Union of Azerbaijan. I also met with Konul Nasirova, a scholar of music history based at the 

Baku Music Academy named for Uzeyir Hajibeyli, and attended many performances of 

canonical works at the Azerbaijan State Academic Opera and Ballet Theater. These included 

productions of Muslim Magomayev’s Shah Ismayil, a pre-revolutionary work that was amended 

to Party specifications during the Soviet period, and Uzeyir Hajibeyli’s Koroğlu, which had its 

Moscow premiere in April 1938 during the first Dekada of Azerbaijani Art in Moscow.  
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Conclusions:  

 My conclusions thus far point to Azerbaijan’s remarkable ability to navigate the Soviet 

era by generating art that satisfied the none-too-clear demands of Moscow’s cultural policy and 

promoted a national spirit in a way that remains relevant today. In part, this success can be read 

as artful (in all senses of the word) self-assertion in the relationship with the center. Recognizing 

the imprecision of the policy emanating from Moscow, Azerbaijan responded with “generative 

exemplars”
3
 that set the standard for national (ethnic) Soviet art. Recognizing that Moscow did 

not really know what it wanted, Azerbaijani intellectuals managed to script the center’s cultural 

policy by providing clarification that Moscow officials could not and examples of art that the 

framers of Party policy could not imagine. This, in a sense, amounted to cultural dictates that 

traveled to the center from the periphery, in a reversal of the typical narrative. 

 Some rough spots in the administration of my fellowship by American Councils have led 

me to conclude that the organization’s Washington, DC, office could improve its communication 

with grantees. For example, when the outgoing flight to Moscow booked for me by American 

Councils was rescheduled a few weeks before my departure, I was not notified. In addition, 

failure to provide the Baku office (or me) with a budget for my language instruction was an 

obstacle in the search for a suitable teacher, and I ended up with a teacher inexperienced with 

foreigners. Finally, the information in American Councils’ lists of terms and conditions for 

grantees is, unfortunately, not sufficiently clear. When I had to make a trip to the U.S. for time-

sensitive (but not emergency) medical treatment, American Councils required the return of grant 

money, a contingency which was not stipulated in the terms and conditions document. While 

                                                           
3
 Katerina Clark uses the term in her discussion of the development of socialist realism, asserting that socialist 

realism was at first not prescriptive but defined through the selection and canonization of existing works. See The 

Soviet Novel: History as Ritual (Chicago, 1985), 28.  
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such reimbursement of funds is not unreasonable, the policies governing such a situation should 

be clearly stated in advance. Overall, the Washington, DC, office has the most to offer scholars 

traveling to Russia (and, perhaps, to Ukraine); it is less familiar with information pertaining to 

Azerbaijan, for example.  

 

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications 

 

 I plan to remain in Azerbaijan through the end of 2013 to continue my research. Upon 

returning home, I will write up the results of my research in the form of a dissertation, which I 

hope will eventually yield published products such as articles in academic journals and, 

ultimately, a book. As I complete portions of the dissertation, I plan to present this work at 

professional conferences. 

 In addition, I hope in the future to be able to extend the timeframe of my current project 

to include the post-war period and beyond, into the 1980s. Such a pursuit will yield a more 

complete picture of the development of 20
th

-century Azerbaijani culture and further insights into 

the development of national cultural in the Soviet Union more generally. Moreover, it will bring 

into relief a new narrative of Soviet history from the perspective of interaction between center 

and periphery in the artistic sphere. This next phase of my research will address the film industry 

and the role of Azerbaijani artists in such post-World War II events as the 1954 Second Congress 

of the Union of Soviet Writers and the 1959 Dekada of Azerbaijani Art in Moscow.  
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Photo #2 – Azerbaijan State Academic Opera and Ballet Theater  

Photo #3 – banner advertising performance of Uzeyir Hajibeyli’s Koroğlu dedicated to Heydar 
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