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Oldfield, Anna C. Azerbaijani Women Poet-Minstrels: Women Ashigs
from the Eighteenth Century to the Present. Lewiston, Queenston,
Lampeter: Edwin Mellen Press. 2008. Bibliography, archival sources,
discography, videography, index. 210 pp. $109.95 (cloth) ISBN-13: 978-
0-7734-4990-9; ISBN-10: 0-7734-4990-6.

The book under review is old-fashioned in the best sense. Based on the
author’s fieldwork, on written and archival sources, and on discussion
with Azeri scholars, it provides background information about the ashiq
or minstrel tradition in Azerbaijan and a description of contemporary
women performers. Oldfield begins with a brief description of her
encounter with women performers in Baku, then heads back in time to
look at what we know about the history of minstrelsy in general and
women performers in particular. Women appear in the Book of Dede
Korkut, an epic narrative dating back to the 14th or 15th centuries, yet
dating the appearance of professional women performers is difficult. We
know for sure that women performed in the 19th century because they
are attested in written records; speculation must of necessity be used
when it comes to earlier periods.

After giving the historical background, Oldfield describes the
ashiq’s role. The “master” ashiq performs in public and composes his or
her own poetry. Lesser ashigs know the cannon of songs and narratives
or compose poetry without being able to sing or play the traditional
musical instrument of the ashig, the saz. Ashigs who create verses
typically insert their names in their compositions. This disqualifies such
compositions as folklore in the eyes of Soviet and post-Soviet scholars
who still insist that the composer of a folksong must not be known.
While many scholars have emphasized the primacy of words over music,
the ashigs themselves have a different view. Azeri ashigs told Oldfield
that words did not take precedence over the ability to play the saz.
According to the interviews, musical ability and poetic ability are both
important to the tradition. In addition to talking about the ashigs, the
author describes verse types and discusses performance situations.
Ashigs play at weddings and, in recent times, have formed guilds of sorts
which perform in urban venues and at festivals. Being able to tour and to
travel is important and this requirement has limited the number of
women who can undertake a minstrel’s life.

Part II of the book gives the biographies of a number of performers.
Oldfield has sought to reconstruct the lives of famous performers of the
past. She talks about Ashig Peri, from whom a contemporary women’s
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group in Baku takes its name. She chronicles the lives of Ashigs Besti,
Ziuleykha, Qendab, Nabat, and others. For each performer she gives not
only biographical information, but also samples of poetry, provided both
in the original and in parallel English translation. More detailed
information is given for twentieth century performers than for those from
the nineteenth century. Some of this information comes from published
sources and some comes directly from the author’s field experience.
Oldfield shows that while many performers married and raised families,
a number remained unmarried. This, as she points out, should lead to a
more nuanced understanding of traditional female roles and options for
defying traditional expectations. Between parts I and III the author gives
a set of photographs, some taken by her and others provided by the
women Oldfield worked with.

Part III takes the ashig tradition into the present. Oldfield gives a
brief history of the ashig assemblies, a local version of the Soviet-era
writers’ unions that came into being with Soviet domination of
Azerbaijan. By 1984 these meetings had come to emphasize preserving
Azeri identity over serving the Soviet state. It was at this time that
women’s ensembles came into being and started performing in major
cities. One such ensemble, the Ashiq Peri Meclisi was the one that
became the focus of Oldfield’s work several decades later. We get a brief
history of this ensemble and a look at some of its performers.
Contemporary ashigs, the author tells us, act as a bridge between the
present and the past. They have succeeded in bringing the tradition
through the period of Soviet rule and they have maintained Azeri cultural
identity into the present. Again we get brief glimpses of individual
performers.

The book ends with a bibliography, a list of archival sources, a
discography, a videography, and a list of interviews and performances
observed or recorded by the author. A very brief index follows.

Azerbaijani Women Poet-Minstrels is a good introduction to the
topic. Its shortcomings are that it is brief and very general. The treatment
of almost all issues addressed in the book is cursory. There is little
engagement with contemporary Western scholarship that addresses the
issues of post-Soviet life. Gender issues are also visited only briefly.
Perhaps the greatest lack is an in-depth description of the lives of
contemporary women minstrels and the issues affecting these lives.
Considering that Oldfield was in Azerbaijan interacting with the women
who are the subject of her work, the reader expects a more detailed, more
intimate portrait. Perhaps the author chose to keep biographies of
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contemporary performers short to allow room for historical information.
But information on performers of the past must necessarily be
speculative. It would be better if it did not overshadow real and
contemporary lives. Still, with the historical background, the book
provides a good overview of the tradition and offers a nice introduction
to Turkic minstrelsy for those who are new to the topic.

Natalie Kononenko
University of Alberta
Edmonton, Alberta
Canada

FOLKLORICA 2010, Vol. XV




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




