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ALAN LOMAX: A CULTURAL PEACEMAKER DURING THE COLD WAR

Abstract. This paper examines ways in which American ethnomusicologist and folklorist
Alan Lomax (1915-2002), engaged with the Soviet Union during the Cold War through fieldwork,
scholarly exchange, and international conferences. A passionate advocate for peacebuilding through
culture and music, Lomax believed that shared artistic traditions could foster mutual understanding
between nations. Best known for his recordings of folk music and his role in the American Blues and
Folk revival movements, Lomax developed the Cantometrics system to analyze musical styles across
cultures. His work emphasized “cultural equity”—the recognition and preservation of diverse musical
traditions. Lomax visited the USSR for the first time in 1964 for the International Anthropological
and Ethnological Congress in Moscow, and again between 1987 and 1989. He collaborated with
Soviet ethnomusicologists such as Anna Rudneva and Emina Eldarova, and collected recordings from
Tatar, Uzbek, Kazakh, Georgian, Azerbaijani and other ethnicities. His recordings and publications
introduced American audiences to the rich musical traditions of non-Russian peoples of the USSR,
encouraging appreciation of their diverse and beautiful cultures. Lomax’s work in the Soviet Union
formed a key part of his broader vision of using music as a bridge across cultural and political divides.
Using both the Alan Lomax and Emina Eldarova Archives, this paper gives an overview of his activities
in the Soviet Union with an emphasis on his 1964 visit.

Keywords: Alan Lomax, Emina Eldarova [Amina Eldarova, 3muna 3nsmaposa], Cold War Musical
Diplomacy, Azerbaijani Ashiq [Ashiq], Ashiq Akbar Jaffarov, Association for Cultural Equity

AnHoTanuA. Byl MakanaZa aMepUKaJblK 3THOMY3bIKOJIOT KaHa (oJIbKJopHUcT AnaH JloMak-
cTbiH (1915-2002) Tasaa uiITepH, WIMMHUN aJMallyy }KaHa 3J1 apajblKk KoHGepeHUANAp apKbLIYY
KaHCbI3 coryil ydypyHja CoeTTep Cowo3y MeHeH OailJlaHbllIbl KapaJaT. MaJlaHUAT aHa My3bl-
Ka apKbIJIyy ThIHYTBIKTBI OPHOTYYHYH aJIbIHJYY KaKToo4ycy 60/roH J/loMakc MaJJaHA# caaTTap
YJAYTTapApblH 03 apa TYLWIYHYLIYYCYHe e6enre 60J10T el acenTereH. JJUK My3blKaHbl a3/ bIpyy
»KaHa aMepHKaJ/bIK 6/1103 MeHeH (POJIKTY :aHAaH/bIPYY KbIHMbIIIapbIHArbI POJIY MEHEH 6earuayy
6osroH JloMakc, MaJaHUAT alJblHbIHAATBI My3bIKaJblK CTHJALepAHM Taajmoo ydyH Cantometrics
(KanToMeTpHKa) cMcTeMachlH MIUTEN YbIKKaH. AHbIH YbIrapMavbl/bITbl «MaJaHUH TEHIHIHKKe» —
TYPAYY MY3bIKaJIbIK CaJITTap/bl TAAHYYTa )KaHa cakTooro 6acbiM xacaraH. Jlomakc CCCPre 6MpuHYH
3oJ1y 1964-xbl1bl MocKkBaZja 6TKeH JJ1 apaJjiblK aHTPOMOJIOTHABIK JKaHa 3THOJIOTHAJIBIK KOHIpec-
cke 6apobln, uiiTepuH 1987-1989-xkbLiapsl Aa yaaras. An AHHa PyfiHeBa kaHa IMUHa 3/1bJapoBa
CbIAKTYY COBETTHK 3THOMY3bIKOJIOTAOP MEHEH KbI3MaTTallbll, TaTap, 836eK, Ka3ak, IPy3HH, asep-
6aiKaH aHa b6alka a/JepAuH My3blKacblH YOTY/ATKaH. AHBIH jKa3raHJaphbl KaHa 6acbliMaJjiapbl
aMepHKaablk ayfiuTopuaHbl CCCPaeru opycras 6anika aajepuH My3bIKaablK 6ail caaTTapbl MeHeH
TaaHbIWTHIPLIN, a/JapAblH ap TYPAYY aHa K003 MaJaHUATTApblH 6aanooro yHAeAy. JIOMaKCTbIH
CoBetTep Coro3yHAArbl UIIH My3blKaHbl MaZlaHUH KaHa casgCUA a)KbIpbIMJAp/blH Kelypecy KaTa-
pbl naljanaHyy 6010HYa aHbIH K63 KapallbIHbIH HATbIAXKacbl 60/T0H. AaH JloMakc MeHeH JMHHaA
AnjapoBaHbIH apXUB/IepHH KOJIL0HYY MeHeH, 0y/1 aMreKkTe aHblH 1964-Kbl1jarsl Ml canapblHa 6a-
CbIM *acoo MeHeH aHblH CoBeTTep COI0O3yH/1a ’KacaraH MIIMepAyy/IyTYHe cepeln 6epuJieT.

Heru3ru ce3ep: Anas JloMmakc, JMUHa 3abAapoBa [AMUHA 311apoBa, IMHUHA Jaaposa], Cold
War Musical Diplomacy, azep6aiikanbik Alibik [Ambik], Amibik Ak6ap Xaddapos, Maganuii TeH-
YUJIMK Y49YH accolualus.
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AHHOTaUMA. B 3Toil cTaTbe paccMaTPUBAKTCA CNOCO6LI, KOTOPbIMHA aMEepPHUKaHCKWI 3THOMY-
3bIKOBe/] U posbkaopucT AnaH Jlomakce (1915-2002) BzaumMo/jeiicTBoBas ¢ CoBeTckuM Cor030M BO
BpeMA X0J10lHOHM BOHHbBI NOCPEACTBOM MCCAeL0BaHHMI, HAYYHOT0 0OMeHa U Mex/IyHapoHbIX KOH-
¢epeHuuil, CTpacTHBINA CTOPOHHUK NIOCTPOEHUA MHpa Yepes3 KyJbTypy W My3bIKy, JloMakc cauTall,
YTO 061He Xy/j0’KeCTBeHHble TPaJUIIMKA MOT'YT CIOCOGCTBOBATh B3aUMOIIOHUMAaHHUIO MeXAY Hapo-
Jamu. HanboJsiee u3BeCTHbIN CBOMMH 3aIUCAMU HAPOAHOW MY3bIKH U CBOEH POJIbIO B aMePUKAHCKHUX
JBWKEHUAX BO3poxAeHHA 61103a ¥ posika, /lomakc pa3paboTtas cuctemy Cantometrics 14 aHanu3a
MY3bIKaJIbHBIX CTHJIeH B pa3HbIX Ky/1bTypax. Ero pa6ora nog4epkuBana «KyJbTYpHOE PaBeHCTBO»
— MpHU3HaHWE U COXpPaHEHHEe pPa3/JIMYHbIX MY3blKaJbHbIX TpaJAHLMH. /loMakc BnepBble MOCETHJI
CCCP B 1964 roay Ha MeXjyHapoAHOM aHTPOIOJOTHYECKOM U 3THOJIOTUYECKOM KOHTpecce B Mo-
CKBe, a 3aTeM cHoBa Mexay 1987 u 1989 rogamu. OH cOTpyAHU4YAN C COBETCKMMU 3THOMY3bIKOBE-
JlaMH, TaKMMHU Kak AHHa PyiHeBa M1 JMHHa J/IbJapoBa, U cobupas 3anucy TaTap, y36eKoB, Ka3axos,
rpy3uH, azepbai/KaHLeB U APYIUX sTHUYECKHUX rpynm. Ero 3anvcu u ny6J1uKaliu M0O3HaKOMUIIH
aMepHKaHCKYH0 ayJUTOPHI0 C 60TraThIMH My3blKaJIbHbIMH TPaJHMIUAMH HepyccKuX HaponoB CCCP,
noouipAs NpU3HaHWe UX Pa3HO00pa3HOM U NpeKpacHo! Ky/AbTypbl. Pabota Jlomakca B COBeTCKOM
Colo3e cTasa KJA049eB0OH YacTbI0 ero B3T/ifA4a Ha UCI0JIb30BaHHe MY3blKH B Ka4eCTBe MOCTa B KyJib-
TYPHOM Y MOJUTHUYECKOM pasHoriacuu. Hcnonbays apxuBbl AlaHa JloMakca 1 SMUHBI ANIapoBOH,
3Ta cTaThd aeT 0630p ero AeATeabHOCTHU B CoBeTckoM Colo3e € aKIleHTOM Ha ero BU3UT 1964 roga.

KnloueBsle cioBa: AnaH JloMmakc, 3MUHA 31bJapoBa [AMUHA 3Jib/JapoBa, IMHUHA 3/1b/JapoBa],
My3bikanbHas JUIJIOMaTHUA XOJOJHOW BOHHBI, AzepbalixaHckuit Ak [Amuk], Amuk Ax6ap

Jhxaddapos, Accolnaius 3a KyJIbTYpHOe paBeHCTBO.

Introduction

During the Cold War between the United
States and the USSR (1950s-1991), the
world often felt like it was on the brink of
destruction. The invention of the atomic bomb
in 1945 had sparked a nuclear arms race,
and for the first time in history, humanity
possessed the means to annihilate itself. In the
United States, the “Red Scare” fueled fear and
suspicion of Soviet people, and widespread
ignorance prevailed—many Americans
believed all Soviet citizens were Russian, and
the “Iron Curtain” ensured that little accurate
information about the USSR reached the West.
While political leaders on both sides made
cautious efforts to reduce tensions through
diplomacy, terrifying events like the Cuban
Missile Crisis in 1962 reminded the world how
close we were to nuclear war. Amid this fraught
atmosphere, American folklorist Alan Lomax
emerged as a courageous cultural peacemaker.
Through his visits to the USSR, Lomax
helped foster international understanding by
highlighting a shared love of music. Through his
recordings published by Smithsonian Folkways
records, he used music to introduce Americans
to the rich diversity of Soviet peoples and their
traditional musical cultures. And through his
visits to the Soviet Union, his honest, open
nature and friendly curiousity made a positive

impression on everyone he met there.

Alan Lomax (1915-2002) was an American
ethnomusicologist, folklorist, and archivist
renowned for his extensive field recordings of
folk music across the U.S. and around the world.
He played a pivotal role in preserving traditional
music in America and was instrumental in the
Blues and Folk revival movements of the 1950s
and 1960s. Lomax began his career at age 18,
working with his father, John Lomax (1867-
1948), to record folk songs of rural southern
America for the Library of Congress. He later
presided over the Archives of American Folk
Song, producing numerous radio and television
programs that helped inspire the 1960s folk
revival. Lomax was instrumental in launching
the careers of legendary Blues artists such as
Jelly Roll Morton, Lead Belly, and Muddy Waters.
In 1993, his book Land Where the Blues Began
won the U.S. National Book Critics Circle Award.
In 1986, President Ronald Reagan awarded him
the National Medal of the Arts, and in 2002, the
National Academy of Recording Arts honored
him with a Grammy for Lifetime Achievement.
His recordings, collected over 70 years, are now
housed in the Library of Congress American
Folklife Center, and his fieldwork recordings are
available to the public through the Association
for Cultural Equity, which he founded (www.
culturalequity.org).

Lomax’s deep interest in comparative
musicology led him to study global folk
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traditions, including those of Turkic and other
peoples of the Soviet Union. From his archives,
we know that he was especially interested
in non-Russian peoples, and hoped to help
Americans understand that there was a huge and
fascinating cultural diversity in the USSR. He had
already developed his ideas of “cultural equity,”
by which he meant that no people’s music were
better or worse than any others, but all equally
valuable. By this he hoped to counter the western
chauvanism that held European classical music
as superior. By recording music from around
the world, he hoped to discover that which all
humans held in common. To Lomax, although
every people’s music was unique, all humans
were equal in their creative music making.

Lomax visited the Soviet Union several
times, first in 1964 and later between 1987
and 1989. During these visits, he gathered
recordings from various Soviet nationalities
and ethnic groups—including Tatar, Uzbek,
Kazakh, Georgian, and Azerbaijani artists—for
his comparative research on world folk song
styles. Lomax’s first visit to the USSR in 1964
was to attend the International Anthropological
and Ethnological Congress in Moscow, where
he met with ethnomusicologists Anna Rudneva
and Amina Eldarova. He listened to Eldarova’s
presentation and asked to record an interview
with her and the Azerbaijani artists she had
brought to perform. With Rudneva’s assistance,
he also explored archives in Moscow and
Leningrad, collecting recordings from various
ethnic groups. His next visits in the late 1980s
focused on further research into ethnic folk
traditions. His records of these visits, including
correspondence, fieldnotes, and diaries, are
preserved in the Library of Congress, and many
of his recordings are accessible through his
archive at archive.culturalequity.org.

While Lomax was not directly involved in
U.S. state-sponsored cultural diplomacy—such
as the jazz ambassador tours of Louis Armstrong
and Duke Ellington—his work intersected with
broader Cold War cultural initiatives. However,
unlike official efforts that aimed to promote
American culture abroad, Lomax sought to foster
intercultural understanding and help Americans
appreciate the diverse cultures of the Soviet
Union.Hiswork, alongwith hisopenness,honesty,
and deep respect for others, did as much to build
bridges than many formal diplomatic efforts.

Amina Eldarova and the Voice of Ashiq
Akbar

Amina Eldarova like Lomax was a pioneer in
Azerbaijani ethnomusicology. A former student
of composer Uzeyir Hajibeyov (1885-1948), she
became Azerbaijan’s first female musicologist
and its first ethnomusicologist. Her fieldwork
among ashiq bards in rural Azerabijan from the
1930s-1970s echoed Lomax’s own fieldwork
in rural America. Eldarova and Lomax shared
a similar dedication and a great respect for
the traditional artists they worked with.
Eldarova’s recordings of older ashiq bards
such as Ashiq Shamshir are important in the
same way that Lomax’s recordings were for
Americans, preserving the music of traditional
singers that otherwise would be lost to time
and modernization. Eldarova compiled her
research in her foundational book The Art of
the Azerbaijani Ashiq (Baku: 1984), but only
now, Professor Kamila Dadash-zadeh and I are
beginning to work with her archives to gain more
insight into her discoveries. One point that1 am
researching more closely, is that as unlikely as
it seems that she would meet Alan Lomax, that
meeting did in fact take place, and is recorded
and preserved in Lomax’s archives.

Themeetingwasalso preservedin Eldarova’s
memory; in an interview that I conducted in
Baku in 2005, Eldarova recalled August 1964:
«l was attending the Seventh International
Congress of Anthropological and Ethnographic
Sciences in Moscow, where | presented a paper.
I took Akbar Jaffarov and Museyib Abbasov with
me. Akbar was an Ashiq performer, and Museyib
accompanied him on the balaban—a double-
reed wooden wind instrument—while Akbar
sang and played a long-necked lute called the
saz. They performed together at the conference.
Ashiq Akbar had a voice as sweet as honey. No
one had a voice like his.»

Eldarova explained that Alan Lomax was
deeply impressed by Amina’s presentation
and wanted to record Ashiq Akbar. However,
Cold War tensions made interactions with
Americans difficult. «We were on very bad terms
with America,» Amina explained. «To get the
permission Lomax needed, we would have had to
go through a lot of bureaucracy and paperwork.
Fortunately, Lomax was prepared. When Akbar
and Museyib performed for him, he made
recordings himself on his own tape recorder.»
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On the recordings, A. Rudneva, Eldarova,
and the musicians can be heard dialoging with
Alan Lomax. Eldarova briefly explains the genre
of Ashiq art to him, and the recording includes
three songs by the musicians. Lomax can be
heard asking for translations and inquiring
about the music, but what impressed him most
was Akbar Jafarov’s voice.

«Tell him that his voice is one of the most
beautiful things I've ever heard in my life,»
Lomax says on the tape. «He has this very high,
sweet voice like I've never heard before. Ask
him if that’s the way the best singers perform in
Azerbaijan.»

«That's the way they sing; that's Ashiq
art,» Eldarova replies. «Not everyone can be an
Ashiq.» Lomax continues, asking Ashiq Akbar
who taught him to sing. «My master was Ashiq
Gadir Ismayilov,» Akbar replies. «Ask him how
the teacher taught him to sing in that voice.»
«I don’t know, he just did it somehow!» Akbar
laughs. Lomax also asks if Ashiq Akbar had a
name for his instrument. «Sometimes performers
have pet names for their instruments,» he
said. Akbar simply replied, «I just call it ‘saz.»
On the recording Lomax listened to a balaban
solo and interviewed Museyib Abbasov,
intrigued by his technique and curious about the
musicians’ backgrounds. «He probably didn’t get
those muscles playing the flute!» Lomax joked.
Museyib laughed, and Amina explained that both
men had come from the countryside but were
now professional musicians. Amazingly, despite
collecting tens of thousands of folk songs, the
voice of Azerbaijani Ashiq Akbar was so unique
that it moved Lomax to say, «Tell him that his
voice is one of the most beautiful things I've ever
heard in my life.» Though brief, the recording
illustrates Lomax’s search for connection and
commonalities across folk traditions. It is a
testament to his courage, his love of music, and
his respect for musicians of all cultures. It also
stands as a unique piece of Cold War history—a
cross-cultural encounter duringa time of political
isolation. A copy of the recordings was given to
the National Azerbaijan State Archive of Sound,
and [ was asked by the Association for Cultural
Equity to return them to the artists themselves.
Although Ashiq Akbar had already passed away,
with the help of folklorist Sadnik Pashayev 1
was able to find Balabanist Museyib Abbasov in
western Azerbaijan and bring him the recording.

By then in his 70s, Museyib and his family were
surprised by the visit, but when I explained, he
immediately recalled meeting Alan Lomax in
1964. Hearing Ashiq Akbar’s voice on the tape
brought tears to his eyes. He spoke of their
decades of performing together—neighbors and
friends who had never played with anyone else.
After Akbar’s death, Museyib never performed
again. Watching him listen to the 40-year-old
recordings and remember confirmed the great
cultural value of these resordings. And it felt
certain that Alan Lomax, had he known, would
have been glad they had returned home. You can
hear that recording at www.culturalequity.org.

Follow-Up: Correspondence, Fieldwork,
and Challenges

Alan Lomax’s engagement with the Soviet
Union extended well beyond his initial 1964
visit. He sent Eldarova a collection of his
American Folkways records, and maintained
extensive correspondence with Rudneva and
others, inviting them to contribute to his
ambitious “World Library” project. However,
these efforts were often met with silence or
bureaucratic resistance. Some scholars were
hesitant to collaborate due to ideological
mistrust or institutional restrictions, while
others sent recordings of poor technical
quality—highlighting the many complexities of
cross-cultural academic exchange during the
Cold War (culturalequity.org).

Lomax returned to the Soviet Union in 1987
and 1989, this time traveling to Estonia and
Georgia to attend ethnographic conferences
and conduct video recordings of traditional
music and dance. These trips were also part of
his broader initiative to document and preserve
global folk traditions. The American Folklife
Center at the Library of Congress holds a rich
collection of manuscripts from these visits,
including correspondence, field notes, and
financial records, which reflect the logistical
and scholarly challenges he faced (Library of
Congress).

Throughout his work, Lomax encountered
numerous challenges in cross-cultural col-

laboration. Bureaucratic delays, ideological
suspicion, and technical limitations often
complicated his efforts. Despite these
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obstacles, Lomax remained committed to his

vision of “cultural equity”—the belief that

all cultures deserve equal recognition and

preservation. His perseverance in the face of

these difficulties underscores the depth of

his dedication to intercultural understanding.
Conclusion

Alan Lomax's endeavors in the Soviet
Union represent a remarkable intersection
of cultural exchange and personal conviction
against a background of political tension. At a
time when the world was divided by ideology
and fear, Lomax sought to build bridges through
music. His recordings of Azerbaijani Ashigs,
his correspondence with Soviet scholars, and
his fieldwork across the USSR all reflect a deep
respect for the richness of human expression.

List of Sources:

1. Eldarova, Emina. Personal

2. Eldarova, Emina. The Eldarova

Interview with Anna Oldfield, April

Archives:

While he was not a diplomat, Lomax's work,
along with that of his Soviet counterparts such
as Eldarova and Rudneva, arguably did more to
foster genuine intercultural understanding than
many official initiatives. His belief in the power
of music to transcend borders and ideologies
remains a powerful legacy.

As our world again faces many ideological
and other conflicts that can make political
diplomacy seem very difficult, his experiences
can continue to inspire all of us to continue
to build peace through through respect for
the unique contributions of all cultures, and
through our shared humanity, which shines
so brightly in our love for music. In the end,
Lomax’s journey was not just about collecting
songs. It was about listening—to people, to
cultures, and to the stories that connect us all.
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