
Stalin’s Music Prize: Soviet Culture and Politics by Marina Frolova-Walker [book review] 
 
By: Joan Titus 
 
This is the peer reviewed version of the following article: 
 
Titus, Joan. Review of Stalin’s Music Prize: Soviet Culture and Politics by Marina Frolova-
Walker. Russian Review, 76, No. 4 (October 2017): 756. https://doi.org/10.1111/russ.12157 
 
which has been published in final form at https://doi.org/10.1111/russ.12157. This article 
may be used for non-commercial purposes in accordance with Wiley Terms and Conditions 
for Use of Self-Archived Versions. This article may not be enhanced, enriched or otherwise 
transformed into a derivative work, without express permission from Wiley or by statutory 
rights under applicable legislation. Copyright notices must not be removed, obscured or 
modified. The article must be linked to Wiley’s version of record on Wiley Online Library 
and any embedding, framing or otherwise making available the article or pages thereof by 
third parties from platforms, services and websites other than Wiley Online Library must 
be prohibited. © 2017 The Russian Review. 
 
Abstract: 
 
In this book, musicologist Marina Frolova-Walker details the process and circumstances around 
the origin and awarding of the Stalin Prize, with special attention to the category of Music. Using 
extensive archival sources mixed with anecdotal stories over the course of thirteen chapters, 
Frolova-Walker guides the reader through the cultural politics of the prize while providing an 
account of significant and not-so-significant players in the Soviet music scene during Stalinism 
including ones beyond the usual Dmitry Shostakovich and Sergey Prokofiev pairing. Her 
introductory chapter outlines her methodology and her contribution to the trend in the production 
of musical-cultural histories that has been in existence for several decades. 
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Article: 
 
In this book, musicologist Marina Frolova-Walker details the process and circumstances around 
the origin and awarding of the Stalin Prize, with special attention to the category of Music. Using 
extensive archival sources mixed with anecdotal stories over the course of thirteen chapters, 
Frolova-Walker guides the reader through the cultural politics of the prize while providing an 
account of significant and not-so-significant players in the Soviet music scene during Stalinism 
including ones beyond the usual Dmitry Shostakovich and Sergey Prokofiev pairing. Her 
introductory chapter outlines her methodology and her contribution to the trend in the production 
of musical-cultural histories that has been in existence for several decades. 
 
Chapters 1 and 2 provide background on the genesis of the prize and its inaugural year. Frolova-
Walker argues, with recognition of the complexity of the process, that the prize was initially a 
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merit-based award; during late Stalinism, as she argues convincingly in later chapters, it would 
become more politically motivated and the awarding of it more labyrinthine. 
 
Chapters 3, 4, and 5 contain discussions on Prokofiev and Shostakovich as recipients of the prize 
and/or members of the prize committee. Contesting long-held views of the composers’ 
reputations, Frolova-Walker provides interesting, though arguable, insights into how the prize 
was a salient part of the two composers’ responses to changes in politics and reception of their 
music—and how they were regarded by their fellow artists on the prize committee. She similarly 
presents an exhaustive case for Nikolay Myaskovsky, a composer and powerful musical figure 
who is still, regrettably, little studied in the West. In chapter 6, the strongest chapter, Frolova-
Walker favorably and adroitly discusses Myaskovsky as a pivotal figure on both the prize 
committee and within musical politics. 
 
Chapters 7, 8, and 9 address national representation of the prizes beyond the Russian center, the 
position and generalized opinion of “low” music in the prize committee’s deliberations, and 
problems of performers as recipients of the prize in a system that held the work and composer in 
higher regard. Although these are her weaker chapters in terms of background and engagement 
with current discourse in music studies and Slavic studies, Frolova-Walker’s contribution to 
these often overlooked categories as they involved the Stalin Prize is nonetheless important and 
informative. 
 
Chapters 10 and 11 finish the book with a look at the impact of the 1948 Resolution on the Stalin 
Prize—and Tikhon Khrennikov’s “rule”—and the dissolution of the prize after Stalin’s death. 
Frolova-Walker’s focus on Khrennikov’s position and reputation is notable and welcome, as is 
her nuanced discussion of the complexity of his involvement in the music scene. The conclusion 
summarizes and expounds upon the author’s discussions of the prize’s positioning within cultural 
politics and its relationship to Socialist Realism, the latter of which is a theme that she follows 
through the entire book, but more concretely attempts to define in this final chapter. The book is 
finished with an impressive set of appendices that reveal a remarkable amount of research. 
Appendices I through III are found in the physical copy of the book, while the remaining 
appendices IV through VIII can be found on the Yale University Press website. The website is, 
unfortunately, terribly clumsy and user unfriendly, but the effort one must put forth to access the 
content is worth it—the appendices are a handy and indispensable component of Frolova-
Walker’s research. Overall, Frolova-Walker’s book is an integral contribution to Slavic and 
music studies, providing an elaborate and riveting narrative of how Stalin’s Music Prize was a 
vital part of the complexity of musical-cultural politics during Stalinism. 
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