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Abstract 

 

Group songs with direct political messages rose to enormous popularity during the 

interwar period (1918-1939), particularly in recently-defeated Germany and in the newly-

established Soviet Union. This dissertation explores the musical relationship between 

these two troubled countries and aims to explain the similarities and differences in their 

approaches to collective singing. The discussion of the very complex and problematic 

relationship between the German left and the Soviet government sets the framework for 

the analysis of music. Beginning in late 1920s, as a result of Stalin’s abandonment of the 

international revolutionary cause, the divergences between the policies of the Soviet 

government and utopian aims of the German communist party can be traced in the 

musical propaganda of both countries.  

There currently exists no scholarly literature providing a wide-ranging view of the 

German and Soviet musical exchange during the 1920s and 30s. The paucity of 

comprehensive studies is especially apparent in the English-language scholarship on 

German and Russian mass music, also known as “music for the people.” Even though 

scholars have produced works devoted to the Soviet and Weimar mass music movements 

in isolation, they rarely explore the musical connections between the two countries. The 

lack of scholarship exploring the musical exchanges between the Soviet Union and 

Germany suggests that scholars have not yet fully examined the influences that the Soviet 

and German mass songs and their proponents had on each other during the 1920s and 
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1930s. Exposing these musical influences provides a valuable perspective on the broader 

differences and similarities between the Soviet and German communist parties. The 

connections between Soviet and German songs went beyond straightforward translations 

of propaganda texts from one language to another; the musical and textual 

transformations—such as word changes, differences in the instrumental arrangements, 

and distinct approaches to performance—allow for a more nuanced comparison of the 

philosophical, ideological, and political aspects of Soviet and the German communist 

movements. In my dissertation, I consider the musical roots of collective singing in 

Germany as opposed to Russia, evaluate the musical exchanges and borrowings between 

the early Soviet communists and their counterparts in the Weimar Republic, and explore 

the effects of musical propaganda on the working classes of both countries. I see my 

research as a mediation of existing Soviet and Weimar music scholarship. 



 

 

vi 

Dedication 

 

To my grandparents: Vasilii†, Valentina, Boris†, and Galina  

 



 

 

vii 

Contents 

 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................... iv 

List of Figures .................................................................................................................x 

List of Examples ............................................................................................................ xi 

Abbreviations .............................................................................................................. xiii 

Translation and Transliteration ...................................................................................... xv 

Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................xvi 

Introduction .....................................................................................................................1 

1. Finding the “Collective Voice" .............................................................................. 13 

1.1 The Genre .......................................................................................................... 14 

1.2 The Singing Body .............................................................................................. 24 

1.3 The Collective Ritual ......................................................................................... 31 

1.4 The Active Audience ......................................................................................... 42 

1.5 The Collective Voice ......................................................................................... 49 

2. Between Art and Agitation: Proletarian Music Organizations, Hanns Eisler, and the 

“Ideal Song” .................................................................................................................. 54 

2.1 The Beginning of Musical Organizing and the Struggle for Cultural Autonomy     

 ................................................................................................................................ 58 

2.2 Evaluating the Heritage of the Past ..................................................................... 67 

2.2.1 The Bourgeois Music Heritage ...................................................................... 67 

2.2.2 The Case of Folk Music ................................................................................ 74 

2.3 Confronting the Present ...................................................................................... 77 



 

 

viii 

2.4 The Old, the New, and the Rate of Cultural Change ........................................... 89 

3. On Proletarian Performance: Ernst Busch, Agitational Theater, and the Issue of 

Audience ....................................................................................................................... 96 

3.1 On the Act of Performing: Proletarian Singing Ideals, Pedagogy, and the Idea of 

Performer-Organizer .............................................................................................. 101 

3.2 Ernst Busch—the “Singer-Orator” and His Changing Times ............................ 111 

3.3 Performing Solidarity: Agitational Theater of Living Newspapers .................... 131 

3.3.1 Entertaining Agitation? ............................................................................... 133 

3.3.2 When the East Meets the West .................................................................... 148 

3.4 Agitating while Entertaining: the Issue of Audience ......................................... 163 

4. Singing for a Revolution: the Early Soviet Weimar Song Exchange ......................... 172 

4.1 Songs of the International Struggle................................................................... 177 

4.2 A Revolutionary Folk Song .............................................................................. 194 

4.3 An Old March Made New ................................................................................ 213 

4.4 Toward a Genuine Proletarian Song ................................................................. 234 

5. Calling for International Solidarity: Hanns Eisler’s Mass Songs in the Soviet Union 

 .................................................................................................................................... 237 

5.1 The Age of Growing Totalitarianism and the Soviet Eisler Narrative ............... 239 

5.2 Identifying the Enemies: the Song of the Comintern (1929) and the Solidarity 

Song (1930) ........................................................................................................... 252 

5.3 Workers Unite!: The Song of the United Front (1934-1935) and the Song of the 

Peatbog Soldiers (1933, 1935) ............................................................................... 271 

5.4 The Mythology of Eisler and His Music ........................................................... 286 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 289 

Appendix A ......................................................................................................................  



 

 

ix 

Translations of Songs Discussed in Chapter Four......................................................... 299 

Appendix B ......................................................................................................................  

Translations of Songs Discussed in Chapter Five ......................................................... 326 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................ 340 

Biography .................................................................................................................... 356 

 



 

 

x 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1.1: Jakobson-Lotman Speech Act Model ........................................................... 50 

Figure 2.1: Musical Exchanges Between and Within the Weimar Republic and the USSR

 ...................................................................................................................................... 92 

 

 



 

 

xi 

List of Examples 

 

Example 3.1: “Sample Melodies,” Siniaia bluza, no. 7-8 (April, 1927). ....................... 146 

Example 3.2a: Whether in the Garden or in the Orchard (melody and the first verse) .. 159 

Example 3.2b: The Eyes and the Ears (melody and the first verse) .............................. 159 

Example 4.1: Pierre De Geyter, The Internationale (arranger unknown), mm. 17-32 ... 184 

Example 4.2a: Varshavianka, arranged by J. Engel, mm. 1-18 . ................................... 192 

Example 4.2b: Varshavianka, arranged by H. Scherchen, mm. 10-12........................... 193 

Example 4.3a: Dubinushka, 1923 version .................................................................... 197 

Example 4.3b: Dubinushka, 1st verse and chorus, as recorded by E. Lineva. ................ 198 

Example 4.3c: Dubinushka, most common Russian version ......................................... 201 

Example 4.3d: Dubinushka, arranged by F. Malden, mm. 1-12 .................................... 206 

Example 4.3e: Dubinushka, German Single-Voice Version ......................................... 207 

Example 4.4a: Aleksandr Davidenko, Budennyi’s Cavalry........................................... 210 

Example 4.4b: Aleksandr Davidenko, Budennyi’s Cavalry, German adaptation ........... 213 

Example 4.5a: Glorious Sea – Holy Baikal and Bravely, Comrades in Step: Melodic 

Comparison  ................................................................................................................ 217 

Example 4.5b: Bravely, Comrades, in Step, Russian arrangement ................................ 219 

Example 4.5c: Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom, arranged by H. Scherchen ................ 222 

Example 4.6a: The Working Men  ................................................................................ 226 

Example 4.6b: Young Guard, arranged by L. Shul’gin, mm. 1-20 ................................ 230 

Example 4.7a: The Little Trumpeter, German version .................................................. 232 

Example 4.7b: The Little Drummer, arranged by A. Davidenko, mm. 1-7 .................... 233 



 

 

xii 

Example 5.1a: Hanns Eisler, the Song of the Comintern, mm. 1-11 .............................. 256 

Example 5.1b: Hanns Eisler, the Song of the Workers, mm. 1-11 ................................. 260 

Example 5.2: Hanns Eisler, the Solidarity Song, mm. 1-14 .......................................... 268 

Example 5.3: Hanns Eilser, the Song of the United Front ............................................. 276 

Example 5.4a: Rudi Goguel, the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers ..................................... 280 

Example 5.4b: Hanns Eisler, arr. the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers (melody) ............... 280 

Example 5.4c: Hanns Eisler, arr., the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers, mm. 29-39 ........... 282 

 

 

  

 

 



 

 

xiii 

Abbreviations  

 

German  

ATBD (Arbeiter Theaterbund 

Deutschlands)     

       

Worker’s Theater League of Germany  

 

DASB (Deutsche Arbeiter Sängerbund)                  German Workers Singing League 

 

KJVD (Kommunistischer Jugendverband 

Deutschlands) 

 

Communist Youth League of Germany 

KPD (Kommunistische Partei 

Deutschland)             

 

Communist Party of Germany  

 

SPD (Sozialdemokratische Partei 

Deutschlands)      

 

Social Democratic Party of Germany 

 

USPD (Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands) 

Independent Social Democratic Party of 

Germany 

 

 

Russian 

ASM (Assotsiatsiia sovremennykh 

muzykantov)      

     

Association of Contemporary Music  

 

ORK (Organizatsiia revoliutsionnyh 

kompozitoriv)         

      

Organization of Revolutionary Composers  

 

Gosizdat (Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo)                      State Publishing House  

 

Narkompros (Narodnyi komissariat 

prosveshcheniia)            

 

People’s Commissariat for Education 

 

Proletkult (Proletarskaia kul’tura)                                        Proletarian Culture Movement  

 



 

 

xiv 

RAPM (Rossiiskaia assotsiatsyia 

proletarskikh muzykantov)      

 

Russian Association of Proletarian 

Musicians 

TRAM (Teatr rabochei molodezhi) Theater of Working-Class Youth  

 

 

English 
 

Comintern The Communist International 

 

 

 



 

 

xv 

Translation and Transliteration 

 

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. The transliteration of the Russian 

language in this document follows the Library of Congress system. However, I do not 

follow this system for names of well-known figures that have a commonly used 

equivalent in English, such as Chaliapin and Lunacharsky.   

   



 

 

xvi 

Acknowledgements 

 

Like any project of this scope, this dissertation could not have been completed without 

the help and support of many others. I am grateful to Duke University, the Graduate 

School, and the Department of Music, which provided me with continuous generous 

funding and resources, allowing me to focus exclusively on my discipline for the past six 

years.  

I am humbled that all four of my committee members kindly agreed to work with 

me on my project, giving feedback throughout the entire process. My advisor, Professor 

Bryan Gilliam, was always available and eager to discuss each chapter. His critical 

suggestions, excitement for my topic, demand for clarity, and guidance at each step of the 

way shaped this project. I am appreciative of his thoughtful criticism and clear directions, 

as well as his willingness to give me room to pursue my own scholarly questions.  

I wish to thank Professor Jacqueline Waeber for her support, special attention to 

detail, and assistance with the bibliography for this work. I am also truly grateful for her 

help during my first year at Duke, as I was making my first steps into the world of 

musicology.  

Many thanks are due to Professor John Supko for his willingness to read and 

comment on my project at its earliest stages.  



 

 

xvii 

I am extremely grateful to Professor Edna Andrews for introducing me to the 

theoretical literature that shaped my approach to the subject of my dissertation and to 

scholarship in general, and for her kind encouragement through the years. 

I must thank Professor Elena Maksimova of the Slavic and Eurasian Studies 

Department at Duke, under whose direction I originally wrote part of this project in the 

Russian language. Thank you for expanding my scholarly scope beyond musicological 

literature and suggesting sources that I would never have discovered on my own.  

I am thankful to Professor Stephen Hinton of Stanford University who generously 

agreed to read and comment on parts of this work. I am grateful for his expert opinions, 

kindly encouragement, and detailed observations. I hope that I have succeeded in making 

the needed improvements he identified. 

Thank you to Professor Joy Calico of Vanderbilt University for her help with the 

final chapter. Her prompt response to my request for assistance was a wonderful surprise.   

I am grateful for the many contributions of Professor Louise Meintjes. The idea 

for this project occurred to me during my first semester at Duke University, in her class, 

Music, Politics, Activism. The scholarship I encountered while completing the course 

gave me a starting point for my own project. I am also grateful to Professor Meintjes for 

organizing and leading a dissertation-writing group, which helped me to write a large 

portion of this dissertation in a relatively short time. I would like to thank all who were 

part of the group—Karen Cook, Ali Neff,  Matthew Somoroff, and Kelley Tatro—for 



 

 

xviii 

showing genuine interest in my topic, reading the earliest and roughest drafts, providing 

much-needed feedback, and making the writing process a fun experience.  

I wish to extend my thanks to Laura Williams, Duke Music Department’s 

treasured librarian, for her assistance throughout the years. Most of this work was written 

away from Duke’s campus, which would have been impossible without her willingness 

and ability to help me in times of resources-related crisis. 

Thank you to Chirsty Reuss, Music Department’s Graduate Staff Assistant, for 

keeping me organized during my studies at Duke, and kind words of support.  

As English is not my native language, this project would not have been completed 

without the help of my talented editor and friend, Nikki Johnson. Her writing suggestions 

never compromised my voice, and her reliability never flagged. 

I am most grateful to Inna Shpits and Alexander and Nadezhda Hass of Leipzig, 

Germany, for showing me incredible hospitality during my research work there. I felt 

quite at home, which helped make my time in Germany among the happiest periods of 

my life. 

 My undergraduate teacher in music history at UNC–Greensboro, Professor 

Eleanor McCrickard, was instrumental in my decision to pursue musicology as a 

profession. Her enthusiasm and love for the subject were infectious and made her classes 

my favorites. I am also grateful to Professor Joan Titus, mentor of my honors thesis at 

UNCG, for giving me a taste for musicology, for asking me difficult questions, and for 

setting good scholarship standards. 



 

 

xix 

I wish to thank my friends Jenni Foutch, Sarah Elaine Neill, and Rebecca 

Geoffroy-Schwinden for their encouragement throughout the writing process, and for 

their willingness to listen to and read parts of my project. Many thanks to Cheryl Ciulei 

and Stephanie Daniels for caring for my daughter while I worked, giving me the pleasure 

of overhearing giggles and laughter downstairs while I focused my energies on writing. 

Most importantly, I would like to thank my family for their love and support of 

me and of my decision to pursue music as a profession. It is not customary in my family 

(or, indeed, in many other Russian homes) to say “thank you” as frequently as people do 

in the United States. I do, however, want to say spasibo to my mother, Alla, for always 

supporting my music education, no matter how difficult or expensive that choice became.  

I will forever be grateful to my husband, Thomas, for his support and 

understanding. My six years of graduate school have coincided with our first six years of 

marriage, the decision to become a military family, and the birth of our daughter. 

Throughout these dramatic life changes, Thomas always remained patient with my need 

for undisturbed reading days, trips abroad, and prolonged time at the desk. 

This dissertation is dedicated to my grandparents. Much of the music discussed in 

this work was very familiar to them, and I feel privileged that I had the opportunity to 

learn from the thoughts and opinions they shared about this period of history. I only wish 

that my grandfathers could have seen the final product.  

  



 

 

1 

Introduction  

 

A “friendship from necessity”1 was formed between the Soviets and the Germans with the 

signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on March 3, 1918. Even though Lenin pledged to 

end the war and was willing to accept almost any terms offered, the final agreement was 

not a complete loss for the Soviets, because the settlement ensured that Germany would 

not attempt to overthrow the new Soviet regime.2 In the 1920s it was important for the 

Soviets to reinforce diplomatic relations with Germany, which could bolster the fragile, 

emerging Soviet state. However, Soviet domestic strength and stability were not the only 

concerns for Lenin; as an international revolutionary, Lenin hoped to spread the 

Bolshevik doctrine abroad, in order to produce social instability and encourage the 

outbreak of a revolution in the West. In Germany, the disunity among the socialists, 

however, had hindered any long-term revolutionary efforts by the radicals in their ranks. 

By 1919, the German Socialist movement had become divided into three parties: the SPD 

(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands), the USPD (Unabhängige 

Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands), and the KPD (Kommunistische Partei 

Deutschlands), which resulted from a split within the USPD, in 1918.  

                                                   

1 The phrase is borrowed from R.H. Haigh, D.S. Morris, and A.R. Peters, German-Soviet Relations in the 

Weimar Era: Friendship from Necessity (Totowa: N.J: Barnes and Noble books, 1985).  
2 Ibid., 27. 
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 Despite the politically fragmented and economically strained environments of 

both Germany and the USSR, there existed a musical connection between them. 

Communists and socialists in both countries desired to strengthen the morale of their 

supporters and to engage the often politically-passive proletariat by propagating choral 

songs with political messages, employing Massenlieder or Arbeiterlieder in Germany, 

and Massovye pesni3 in the Soviet Union. German and Soviet proletarian music activists 

alike were convinced of music’s political utility, and of the ability of choral singing, in 

particular, to influence beliefs. Germans and Soviets did not shy away from borrowing 

songs from each other in the quest to meet their particular political needs, and they freely 

made textual and musical changes to existing borrowed compositions. They also looked 

to each other in their efforts to refine their methods of musical persuasion and for insights 

that would allow them to groom and foster the ideal politically-conscious performers. 

However, while the efforts the socialists and communists in both countries had clear 

points of intersection, there were also obvious divergences. As the political climate 

rapidly changed in both Germany and the Soviet Union, the musical arms of the political 

parties had to adapt as well. Their efforts to respond musically to the changing 

environments produced varied results. Although there were some successes, there were 

also examples of the party ideologies out of touch with the more urgent political realities, 

such as when the German communist and socialist parties failed to recognize the genuine 

                                                   

3 Massovye pesni –mass songs, plural of the Russian massovaia pesnia (mass song).  
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threat of Nazism and were unwilling to unite against it. While the emphasis was on the 

actions of the parties as collectives, individuals were not immune from the effects of the 

brutal socio-political climate; composers, performers, and cultural enthusiasts had to 

reconcile, publicly, their own private ideas about proletarian music with Marxist-Leninist 

ideology.  

The appropriation of singing for socio-political purposes in the early Soviet Union 

and the Weimar Republic was by no means unique to that time period, nor was it limited 

to communists and socialists as a group. Political music of a similar character can be 

traced back to the French Revolution—a vibrant culture of political song that 

demonstrated the complex relationship between the struggling political elites and the 

general populace. In her book Singing the French Revolution, Laura Mason points out 

that songs with political content “permitted singers, composers, and audience to shape 

them to reflect their political experiences of the Revolution.”4 Thus, the French political 

song culture was heterogeneous and presented a broad range of interpretations of the 

Revolution.5 Revolutionary leaders took particular notice of songs that presented socio-

political commentary, and cultural activity was given a political weight. By the early 

years of the French Third Republic, the didactic potential of music had been recognized, 

and song was embraced as a tool in the formation of desired citizens. The French notion 

                                                   

4 Laura Mason, Singing for the French Revolution: Popular Culture and Politics, 1787-1799 (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1996), 3.  
5 Ibid. 
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that “music could discipline private desires and internalize public virtues” was believed 

to be one of the keys to the success of universal suffrage.6 This idea was not lost on 

communists and socialists in Germany and the Soviet Union. They also looked to music 

to ensure the success of their efforts to bring about revolution, and then to foster a 

politically-conscious citizenry whose ideas and behaviors would be in line with Marxist 

ideology. And, as was the case of the French Revolution, the musical output of the 

German and Soviet proletarian activists was diverse. While it was recognized that mass 

song was the genre best suited for political propaganda, there was considerable debate 

surrounding the question of what characteristics, exactly, those mass songs should 

possess. As a result, a shared desire to create artistically valuable music—capable of both 

sending the appropriate political message and satisfying the public—resulted in the 

production of songs that ranged from adaptations of well-known folk tunes to the 

harmonically-complex original compositions.  

Communist and socialist sympathizers were not the only ones to embrace the 

notion that music was or should be relevant to the public, so it is important to distinguish 

between that which was unique to proletarian culture, and the broader cultural trends of 

the time. How did proletarian composers differ from other ones who, from personal-

artistic rather than political motivation, desired to break away from the nineteenth-

                                                   

6 Jann Pasler, Composing the Citizen: Music as Public Utility in Third Republic France (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009), 84.  
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century’s compositional aesthetics and performance practices or from the supposed 

isolating “elitist” practices of Schoenberg and his followers? In the Weimar Republic, in 

particular, a new generation of composers, such as Paul Hindemtih and Kurt Weill, felt 

the need to justify the usefulness of their art for the public, even to bridge the gap 

between light and serious music. Gebrauchsmusik (utility music), designed for active 

listener participation and easy accessibility, was set in opposition to Kunstmusik (art 

music). The proponents of either movement in music continuously engaged in debates 

over its worth and implications. The search for music which had been stripped of overt 

romanticism and idealism, and was simpler in form and subject matter, lead to the idea of 

Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity), a term, though born of art history, soon had a sonic 

parallel. In the second half of the 1920s, composers like Krenek, Hindemith, and Weill 

created “topical operas” (Zeitopern) to comment on contemporary socio-political issues, 

incorporating popular dance and jazz idioms. At the same time, in 1930s, Lehrstücke 

(teaching pieces)—theatrical works by Brecht with music by Hindemith, Eisler, and 

Weill—were created specifically to teach political attitudes to amateur performers. 

Politically motivated musical change, however, was not unique to Germany, such change 

was evolving in the USSR as well. 

Despite the extenuating circumstances of hunger, chaos, and financial instability 

in the post-Revolutionary Russian climate, the Russian musical scene remained diverse 

and vibrant. Until 1932, various music organizations, such as ASM (the Association for 

Contemporary Music), and RAPM (the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians), 
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targeted a diverse audience, despite their considerable financial limitations. Composers 

and performers who remained in the country after the Revolution had to align their 

personal artistic agendas with the agenda of the Soviet government, which, by the 1930s, 

after the death of Lenin and the consolidations of Stalin, had abandoned its more tolerant 

beginnings and had begun to embrace a tightly-controlled cultural policy. During a time 

of relative freedom in the 1920s, the Russian musical scene had not only encompassed 

the works of Roslavets and Lourie, who believed that political revolution also signaled a 

revolution of compositional techniques, but also had included contemporary music, 

concerts with works by Prokofiev and Stravinsky, as well as the popular music 

encountered in cafes, restaurants, and variety theaters.  

However, in the Soviet Union, as in Germany, the conviction that music must 

serve a political purpose and be used for mass ideological education distinguished those 

artists who identified with the socialist and communist parties’ agendas from those who 

did not. Communist and Socialist sympathizers were set apart further by the belief that, in 

time, with the establishment of a political system dominated by the proletariat, the newly-

fostered ideal citizens would be able to create their own music, which could be identified 

as true proletarian art, distinct from anything else that came before it. Therefore, the 

songs that were created during the interwar period were thought of as a temporary 

measure—as an intermediary between music as it had been and music as it would become 

when it became the unique province of the ideal citizenry. As activists in both countries 

looked to each other for ways to attract the populace through music, they also looked to 
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the future, in hopes that their efforts would lead to the development of new composers 

and performers whose musical talents were inseparable from their genuine trust in the 

ideology.  

Currently, to my knowledge, there exists no scholarly literature providing a wide-

ranging view of German-Soviet musical exchanges during the 1920s and 1930s. This lack 

of comprehensive research is especially evident in the English-language scholarship on 

German and Russian mass music. While there are scholarly writings devoted to the 

Soviet and Weimar mass music movements that exist in isolation from one another, 

commentators rarely explore the musical connections between the two as manifold as 

they were. The more narrow scope of existing studies is evident in Soviet-focused 

publications, such as the ground-breaking scholarship of Neil Edmunds, including The 

Soviet Proletarian Movement (2002) and in the work of Amy Nelson. In her book Music 

for the Revolution: Musicians and Power in Early Soviet Russia (2004), Nelson provides 

a detailed interpretation of the music organizations of the time and of the struggle of 

many Soviet composers to find their places in the mass song movement, but she does not 

investigate the influence of foreign composers, especially German ones, on Soviet 

songwriters and their compositions. The English-language scholarship devoted to 1920's 

German mass music similarly fails to offer an analysis of Soviet-Weimar musical 

exchanges. While historian Richard Bodek, in his Proletarian Performance in Weimar 

Berlin (1997), mentions certain Soviet songs that were translated into German by the 
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communist party propaganda leaders, he does not provide any musical examples or 

analysis of the mentioned songs. 

Some Soviet-era studies of the proletarian music movement had been published as 

early as the 1930s, including works by Mikhail Druskin and Anatolii Bocharov. Recent 

reevaluation of the Soviet period by modern Russian musicologists and historians 

includes a section on the mass song movement in a 2005 textbook entitled Istoriia 

sovremennoi otechestevennoi muzyki: 1917- 1941 (History of Modern Russian Music: 

1917- 1941), written by the Moscow Conservatory musicology faculty. This work 

identifies the mass song as the most important genre for proletarian composers and 

briefly categorizes the types, organizations, and composers of mass song, emphasizing 

the diverse roots of the genre, including revolutionary song and folk songs. Whether 

Soviet-era or contemporary, all publications exploring Soviet mass music omit 

discussions of the relationship between Soviet and German proletarian music. The same 

pertains on the other side.  

There are several German sources published in former East Germany devoted to 

the development of proletarian music. Inge Lammel and Werner Fuhr edited several 

anthologies of Arbeiterlieder and have written extensively on the subject. Their books 

include Lammel’s Das Arbeiterlied and Fuhr’s Proletarische Musik in Deutschland 

1928-1933. Lammel also published an extensive bibliography of German workers’ song 

anthologies (Bibiographie der deutschen Arbeiterliederbücher: 1833-1945). Current 

German scholarship generally focuses on particular composers and performers active in 
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the movement, such as Hanns Eisler and Ernst Busch, and touches on the subject of the 

German proletarian music movement in that context; examples of this type of scholarship 

include the 2010 biography of Busch by Jochen Voit; Hanns Eisler: a Miscellany (1995), 

edited by David Blake; and Hanns Eisler: angewandte Musik (2012), edited by Ulrich 

Tadday. While these studies include discussions of the subject’s relationship with the 

Soviet powers, the authors provide no specifics about the role of the creative output of the 

study subjects on the music movement in the early Soviet period.  

It is evident from the paucity of writing about the musical connections between 

the Soviet Union and Germany that scholars have not fully explored and comprehended 

the influences that the Soviet and German mass songs, their composers, and their 

performers had on each other during the 1920s. Exposing these influences, however, 

would provide a musical perspective on the differences and similarities between the 

Soviet and German communist parties. The connection between Soviet and German 

songs went beyond simple translations of propaganda texts from one language to another: 

the musical and textual transformations—including word choices in translation, 

differences in instrumental arrangements, melodic and harmonic layout, and peculiarities 

of performance—shed light on the philosophical, ideological, and political similarities 

and dissimilarities between the Soviet and German communist movements. 

My dissertation begins with an evaluation of the effects of collective singing on 

individual beliefs and emotions. After a brief outline of the socio-political climates in 

Germany and Soviet Union in the early twentieth century, the first chapter, Finding the 
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Collective Voice, focuses on the mass song genre itself and its roots in German choral 

traditions and Russian sacred singing. The chapter also discusses the notion of the 

formation of beliefs through music and the role of emotion in group singing. I propose an 

understanding of the mass song genre as a communication process involving both the 

individual and the community, and I argue for a semiotic approach to collective singing. I 

use the works of Roman Jakobson and Yuri Lotman to present a multifaceted picture of 

the process of singing together, in which the message of the song, both lyrical and 

musical, is constantly in conversation with personal beliefs, pre-existing group cultural 

traditions, and the new ideology. In the next chapter, Between Art and Agitation, I 

explore the philosophical debate that raged both within and between the cultural music 

organizations in both countries on the role of music in a communist/socialist society. The 

numerous and varied proletarian music organizations in each country and their diverse 

ideologies have been discussed in the works of other scholars, including Nelson, 

Edmunds, and Bodek; I, however, focus only on the ideas and struggles that were 

common to proletarian activists in both countries, including the relationships between 

cultural organizations and the political apparatus of the communist/socialist parties, the 

role of bourgeois and folk music heritage in a Marxist society, and the struggle to 

eradicate popular music that was deemed to be politically harmful. I argue that 

international musical exchanges were fundamentally important to both countries’ 

organizations and to their mutual aspirations for a universal proletarian culture. This 

chapter incorporates the writings of composer Hanns Eisler, whose career connected the 
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socialists and communists in Germany, regardless of whether they would have admitted 

any such connection, and was also integral to the cross-cultural exchange with the Soviet 

Union. In the third chapter, On Proletarian Performance, I explore the struggles of 

Soviet and German proletarian performers to disseminate effectively communist/socialist 

ideals through music to domestic and foreign audiences. Both countries desired to create 

ideal proletarian performers who would be able both to deliver the political message of 

songs and to inspire audience participation in collective singing. The person who came 

the closest to embodying that ideal was German singer-actor Ernst Busch, who, through 

his collaboration with Eisler, became equally popular in Germany and the Soviet Union. 

In this chapter, I discuss Busch’s visit to the Soviet Union, the style and reception of his 

performances there, and the discrepancies between the ideology expressed in his songs 

and Stalin’s policies at that time. The chapter also includes a discussion of the work of 

the most prominent Soviet and German agitational theater groups: “Blue Blouse” (Siniaia 

bluza, Soviet Union) and “Red Megaphone” (Das Rote Sprachrohr, Germany). The 

Soviet Blue Blouse travelled to Germany in 1927, and the German Red Megaphone went 

to the USSR in 1930. I analyze their tour programs and argue that the relationship 

between proletarian performers and audience members was comprised of a constant give 

and take between the delivery of specific political messages and the desire to capture 

audience attention through entertainment.  

The final two chapters shift focus from the people involved in the music exchange 

to the mass songs themselves. I explore and highlight the different ways in which the 
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musical and textual features of mass songs were manipulated to suit the political needs of 

the socialist/communist parties in both countries. To that end, the fourth chapter analyzes 

seven songs that became highly popular in both countries. I not only reveal the musical 

and textual differences that developed in the same song in the two countries, but also 

explore the modifications made to the performance of these songs, some of which were 

recorded in the 1920s and 1930s. The fifth chapter tells of the delicate, often tricky, 

relationship between Eisler and the Soviet state in the 1920s and 1930s. I discuss Eisler’s 

visits to the USSR, his work there, and the widespread use of his repertoire, all of which 

combined to make his the most popular political songs composed by a foreigner. Despite 

his dedication to the communist cause, Eisler was a problematic figure for the early 

Soviet musicologists and critics, as his studies with Schoenberg and his modern 

compositional techniques did not always lend themselves to the proletarian music 

narrative. The chapter also includes a discussion of four mass songs composed by Eisler 

and recorded by Busch. These songs propagated the myth of international solidarity at a 

time when the USSR, led by totalitarian Stalin, was decidedly at odds with such an ideal.  

The goal of my work is to present a more nuanced understanding of Soviet and 

Weimar politics, based on musical evidence, and to demonstrate the practical similarities 

and differences between Soviet and German Marxism at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Music presents a unique lens with which to capture, with increased clarity, the 

growing divergences between German and Soviet communists of the 1920s and early 

1930s. 
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1. Finding the “Collective Voice" 

 

The highest good is communication. 

Without song, communication is 

impossible.1 

—Iosif Kobson, People’s Artist of USSR 

 

 

 

In the documentary Liubimye pesni 30-h godov (Favorite songs of the 1930s), renowned 

Soviet singer Iosif Kobson (b.1937) expressed nostalgia for the mass songs of the early 

Soviet period. This nostalgia was shared by other Soviet icons, such as actress Nonna 

Mordiukova (1925-2008), composer Tikhon Khrennikov (1913-2007), and academician 

Yevgenii Chazov (b.1929). The mass song was “for everyone, claimed Chazov, not just 

for people of a certain circle.”2 Mordiukova suggested that, unlike modern songs, the 

songs of the past had a unique power to make themselves part of an individual’s 

consciousness and, by extension, the broader cultural fabric.3 How was the mass song 

genre able to ascend to such enormous importance in Soviet culture? This chapter begins 

to answer this question by looking at the socio-political and musical history of the genre. 

I argue that the development of the mass song genre in the Soviet Union can be fully 

                                                   

1 Самое высшее благо—это общение. Без песни общение не возможно.  
2 Тогда песня была для всех, а не для какого-то круга. Yevgenii Chazov in Liubimye pesni 30-h godov 

[Favorite songs of the 1930s], VHS, San Francisco: Ark’s Intervideo (1995?).  
3 Nonna Mordiukova in Liubimye pesni 30-h godov. 
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evaluated only in the context of its relationship with the German mass song. Likewise, 

the German mass song of the pre-Nazi era must be viewed in the context of the Soviet-

German musical exchanges. The investigation, however, must go beyond a discussion of 

the historical ties between the two countries. The greater challenge is to evaluate the 

effects of collective singing on individual beliefs and emotions. The individual and 

collective voices must be weighted equally in the analysis. I am concerned with several 

concepts, including the formation of beliefs through music, the song in ritual context, and 

the role of emotions in group singing. In the body of this chapter, I draw from authors 

who have addressed these issues in similar contexts. From them, I argue for a semiotic 

approach to “collective singing.” The Peircean semiosis, defined as sign in action, helps 

present a multi-dimensional picture of political mass song, revealing the different levels 

and types of meanings these songs generated for individuals and for their communities. 

 

1.1 The Genre 

Mass song as a genre was designed specifically for communal singing and was meant to 

evoke a sense of trust in leadership and solidarity among fellow citizens. It was primarily 

used to propagate a Marxist-Leninist ideology, but it had another far-reaching purpose: to 

replace the preexisting folk and popular tunes and to become internalized within the 

people hearing and making the music. Essentially, the cultural enthusiasts desired nothing 

less than the creation of a new collective voice. This voice was supposed to give its 
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possessors a sense of empowerment, while simultaneously persuading them to accept the 

leadership and control of the Party. In order to contextualize the development of this 

collective voice, I consider the deeper roots of German socialism, as opposed to Russian 

socialism, and evaluate the differences between the two main German parties of the time: 

the KPD (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands) and the SPD (Sozialdemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands). 

The Soviet Communist Party was attempting to secure control in a country in 

which most people were indifferent to Marxist ideology, and in which the working class 

(the proletariat) was a definite minority. By contrast, the German communists and 

socialists were trying to gain control of an industrial society, which, by the 1920s, had a 

substantial history of socialist activity. Writing in 1878, Friedrich Engels claimed that 

Germany had more journals and periodicals devoted to the socialist cause than all other 

European countries and the United States combined. “Germany’s socialist movement is 

developing beautifully,” claimed Engels in the same publication.4 However, the German 

Socialist Party (SPD), which had formed in 1875, represented only a part of the socialist 

electorate by the 1920s. As a result of WWI opposition, the left wing of the SPD formed 

first a short-lived “independent” socialist party, the USPD (Unabhängige 

Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands), and then later the Communist Party, the KPD. 

                                                   

4 Friedrich Engels, “Rabochee dvizhenie v Germanii, Frantsii, Soedinennykh Shtatakh i Rossii” [Worker’s 

movement in Germany, France, United States, and Russia], 1878,Ob in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 

Sochineniia [Writings], Vol. 19 (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1961), 
122.   
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The loyal SPD members believed that the formation of the Weimar Republic provided a 

new political opportunity: a “political space” in which the socialist agenda could be 

gradually achieved through the existing democratic process.5 The members of the KPD, 

however, not only competed with the SPD for the support of the German working class, 

but perceived the Republic to be the main enemy and desired a complete disruption of the 

existing political system. As a result, the KPD adhered more and more closely to 

Bolshevik ideas and hoped to incite revolution in Germany based on the Soviet model.6 

By the end of the 1920s, the KPD’s close ties with the Soviets created further conflict 

within the organization. Stalin’s shift of the Soviet Communist Party toward an 

increasingly Russo-centric, nationalistic path, and away from Lenin’s internationalist 

stance, caused a split within the KPD, in which some supported similar völkisch rhetoric, 

while others did not.7  In summary, the German Communists, while negotiating their 

positions with regards to the Soviet post-revolutionary trajectory, continued their stand 

against the Republic and the SPD, whom they perceived to be the betrayers of the 

workers’ cause. Despite their opposition to each other, however, both parties used similar 

artistic means to attract workers’ support. Singing encouraged the collective spirit. 

                                                   

5 David F. Crew, “A Social Republic: Social Democrats, and the Weimar Welfare State, 1919 to 1033,” in 

Between Reform and Revolution: German Socialism and Communism from 1840 to 1990, ed. David E. 

Barclay and Eric D. Weitz (New York: Berghahn Books, 1998), 224. 
6 Detlev J.K. Peukert, The Weimar Republic: the Crisis of Classical Modernity, trans. Richard Deveson 

(New York: Hill and Wang, 1993), 72.  
7Conan Fisher, The German Communists and the Rise of Nazism (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991), 72.  
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The challenge in the analysis of cultural politics is identifying the specific 

differences between the parties, without losing sight of the dynamic, interconnected 

relationship between the artistic activities on both sides—whether or not the parties 

themselves recognized that such a relationship existed. It is important to highlight here 

the diverging views of the SPD and KPD of the role of art in politics, which ultimately 

influenced the singing repertoire in both parties. In general, KPD cultural leaders saw the 

arts as a tool for political influence. The arts were to carry a direct political message and 

to agitate the performers and the spectators. The SPD, on the other hand, was concerned 

with more than just conveying a political message. Its organizers believed in the 

importance of aesthetics and hoped to transform the proletarian masses into artistic 

masses. For example, the SPD’s choruses performed the works of German-language 

classical canon, such as Bach, Mozart, and Brahms, in addition to new political 

compositions. This dichotomy of KPD’s politics versus SPD’s aesthetics is, of course, a 

simplified presentation of a much more nuanced situation. While the repertoire of KPD’s 

performing groups was directly informed by the party’s political agenda, the innovative 

performance practices of the party’s artists and the repertoire they performed cannot be 

denied their aesthetic value simply because they derived from a directly political agenda. 

Furthermore, since the KPD formed as a result of a split within the SPD, much of the 

political repertoire was shared between the parties. Beginning in 1917, both parties had to 

interact not only each other, but also their sister party in the Soviet Union. 
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As Weimar Germany was redefining its political system, the Soviets were 

attempting to build a new country. Engels, in the same publication that praised the 

German workers’ movement at the end of the nineteenth century, asserted that the 

revolution in Russia was inevitable.8 Over the next few years, Engels would change his 

assessment many times, highlighting the existing difference of opinion regarding the 

prospects of the revolution in Russia among the Marxist activists. The father of Russian 

Marxism, Georgii Plekhanov (1857-1918), for example, believed that Russia must pass 

through the capitalist stage before becoming socialist.9 Similar opinion was expressed by 

Engels in 1894, when he wrote that “it is historically impossible that a society that stands 

on a lower level of economic development could solve problems and conflicts which 

could arise only in a society that stands on a much higher level of development.”10 The 

idea of the impossibility of socialist revolution without a pre-existing capitalist structure 

was, of course, first introduced by Karl Marx. By the end of his life, Marx had expressed 

some belief in the possibility of achieving socialism without a capitalist foundation, but 

this new proposal was not as well theorized and documented as his initial theory.11 As an 

                                                   

8 Engels, in Sochineniia, Vol. 19, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 124. 
9 Georgi Plekhanov, Sochineniia (Writings), Vol. VII, ed. D. Riazanov (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe 

Izdatel’stvo, 1923), 263-264.  
10…исторически невозможно, чтобы обществу, стоящему на более низкой ступени экономического 

развития, предстояло разрешить задачи и конфликты, которые возникли и могли возникнуть лишь в 

обществе, стоящем на гораздо более высокой ступени развития. Engels, in Sochineniia, Vol. 22, Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels, 445. 
11 Andjei Valitski, “Rossiia i teoreticheskie problemy Marksa” [Russia and the theoretical issues of Marx], 

in Istoriia marksizma [History of Marxism], Vol. 2 (Moscow: Progress, 1981). http://hrist-
commun.narod.ru/Rossia_Marx.htm (accessed June 27, 2011).  
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orthodox Marxian, Plekhanov did not welcome the 1917 October Revolution, and stood 

in opposition to Lenin. 

  Lenin did not strictly adhere to the “evolutionary” economic model, but assumed 

that socialism did not need a pre-existing historical foundation or a certain societal level 

of development, and believed that it could be achieved by seizing power and control and 

exploiting existing social conditions.12 It was the job of the Party, Lenin believed, to 

establish complete control of the government and then disseminate socialist thought to 

the masses. Lenin’s views also implied a specific view of the arts as a tool for political 

gains, but the Bolsheviks lacked the clear cultural policy required to successfully utilize 

this tool.13  The Party’s fragile control of a mostly non-communist country helps explain 

the lower prioritization of cultural matters. 

After the October Revolution of 1917, Russia was swept by peasant rebellions, 

mutiny, post-war destruction, and hunger.14 In 1921, Lenin adopted the New Economic 

Policy (NEP) to deal with the urgent socio-economic crisis. While the government was 

trying to strengthen its political control and stabilize the economy, cultural matters, 

including the role of music in the socialist state, were a relatively low priority. That is not 

to say that Lenin did not believe that music was important; in fact, he had stated his belief 

                                                   

12 Varlam, Soskin. Rossiiskaia sovetskaia kul’tura, 1917-1927 [Russian-Soviet culture, 1917-1927] 

(Novosibirsk: So Ran, 2004), 44-45.  
13 Ibid., 46. 
14 Vladimir Brovkin, Russia after Lenin: Politics, Culture and Society, 1921-1929 (London: Routledge, 
1998), 14.  



 

 

20 

in music’s emotional power and its ability to be a force of revolutionary violence. 

However, due to the economic crisis and the relatively abstract nature of music, the 

Party’s conception of music’s role in a socialist state was vague. As a result, until the 

middle of the 1920s, cultural matters, while often discussed by the Party leadership, were 

never considered to be fundamental components of the overall building of socialism. 

Furthermore, the Party’s cultural apparatus was more concerned with literature, cinema, 

and visual art than it was with music, so there was little political supervision of musical 

activities. Relatively free from political oversight, a variety of musical organizations 

operated at the time, including the Association of Contemporary Music (Assotsiatsiia 

sovremennykh muzykantov, or ASM) and the Russian Association of Proletarian 

Musicians (Rossiiskaia assotsiatsyia proletarskikh muzykantov, or RAPM), discussed in 

great detail in the next chapter. Despite their differences, all of the musical organizations 

placed a special emphasis on the value of choral singing. The growing importance of the 

mass song genre was the most important factor uniting musical propaganda efforts in the 

socialist and communist parties of both countries. Having briefly discussed the rise of 

socialism and communism in Germany and Russia, it is important to explain why choral 

singing became the primary tool of musical propaganda in both countries. 

  Political enthusiasts in both countries relied on pre-existing choral traditions. 

Workers songs (Arbeiterlieder) had already been employed by German Social Democrats 

as a propaganda tool by the end of the nineteenth century, under the imperial government. 

Choruses were used not only for party education and political inspiration, but also as a 
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fundraising tool for the party.15 The workers’ choruses were extremely popular: by 1932, 

the German Workers Singing League (Deutsche Arbeiter Sängerbund or DASB) had 

320,000 members and was one of the largest SPD organizations.16 Anthologies of labor-

oriented songs appeared as early as the late 1840s, and official collections of the socialist 

movement appeared by the 1860s.17 The importance of these songs is discussed in detail 

in Vernon Lidtke’s The Alternative Culture. According to Lidtke, two types of songs 

emerged in the nineteenth century: socialist mass songs (Massenlieder or Arbeiterlieder), 

and strike songs, which were a direct product of specific strike events.18 In addition to 

delivering propaganda, the author argues, the songs helped provide a sense of identity for 

people within the movement.19 Yet, despite the socialist movement’s effort to distinguish 

its songs from othersongs expressing a general patriotism, the labor movement existed 

within the German society and “could not help but draw on that culture,” says Lidtke.20  

To support his argument, Lidtke provides numerous examples that demonstrate textual 

and musical borrowings by the socialists from the pre-existing tunes. 

The idea of community building through music was, of course, not invented by 

the socialists. Similar community-building purpose was expressed in choral and 

                                                   

15 Richard Bodek, Proletarian Performance in Weimar Berlin: Agitprop, Chorus, and Brecht (Columbia: 

Camden House, Inc. 1997), 5.  
16 Bodek, 5. 
17 Vernon Lidtke, The Alternative Culture: Socialist Labor in Imperial Germany (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1985), 105. 
18 Ibid., 103, 128-133.  
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid., 133.  
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orchestral works that fostered a general sense of nationalism and patriotism but had little 

to do with the labor movement. Some of the most prominent examples are Ein deutsches 

Requiem, op.45 (1868) and Triumphlied, op.55 (1871) by Johann Brahms. The socio-

political implications of these two choral compositions are discussed in detail in Daniel 

Beller-McKenna’s Brahms and the German Spirit. Ein deutsches Requiem, writes Beller-

McKenna, is less obviously “German,” but it speaks directly to German people through 

its use of Luther’s translation of the Bible—an important symbol of German literature.21 

The Triumphlied, however, was much more obvious in its patriotic spirit. While it would 

be a stretch to imply that the Triumphlied was a direct precursor of socialist choral songs, 

considering Brahms’ composition in relation to future political music reveals some 

interesting parallels. The work was written in celebration of the Prussian victory over 

France in 1870, and was extremely popular during the following years.22  Triumphlied is 

a much shorter work than Ein deutsches Requiem and possesses far fewer delicate details, 

striking the listener with its powerful (even bombastic by some measures) double-chorus 

and loud dynamic markings. The continuous dotted rhythms add to the work’s militaristic 

spirit, with the choir’s dominative takeover of the short baritone solos in the final 

movement. As Beller-McKenna argues, while “the Requiem provides an apocalyptic time 

frame against which the individual can measure his or her existence, in the Triumphlied, 

                                                   

21 Daniel Beller-McKenna, Brahms and the German Spirit (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 2. 
22 Ibid., 101.  
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Brahms abandons any sense of individuality and opts instead for an emphasis on 

communal expression.”23 Furthermore, the use of the Revelation texts in the work 

suggested not only the glory of the recent victory over France, but also implied a larger 

unification of present victories with future glorious events. The same association of 

present collective victories with future glories was a goal of the socialist songs, which 

were meant to turn national patriotism into party loyalty. 

Choral singing was also widespread in pre-revolutionary Russia, particularly in 

folk and church singing. The importance of collective singing in Russian culture is 

evident in the numerous choral scenes of the nineteenth-century Russian operas, 

particularly in the works by Mikhail Glinka and Modest Mussorgsky. Yet, the 

community-building effect of music is most obvious in the continuous choral traditions of 

the Russian Orthodox Church. The a cappella style of singing in use in the churches 

allowed the choral expression of the Church to develop independently of instrumental 

music. The fact that the church services were, and still are, entirely sung or chanted 

places the highest importance on textual clarity. In order to make sure that the liturgical 

passages are intelligible, church singers strive for even, uniform sound throughout all 

registers, with little or no vibrato.24 This style of singing provides an additional benefit: 

as the text becomes the primary focus of singing, the divide between the choir and the 

                                                   

23 Ibid., 105.  
24 For more descriptions of a desired church voice in the nineteenth-century see Vladimir Morosan, Choral 
Performance in Pre-Revolutionary Russia (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1986), 148-149.  
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parishioners becomes much less evident. The choir, while still remaining prominent, 

absorbs the voices of other worshipers. However, in drawing parallels between church 

singing and the Soviet mass song movement, I do not place these choral traditions in 

equal relationship to each other. The primary goal of singing in the church is to reveal the 

liturgical sense of the text and bring the singer and hearer into a transcendent experience, 

so there is an essential spiritual component that is not found in other mass song settings. 

However, addressing church singing in a discussion of Soviet mass song reveals an 

uneasy relationship between the old and the new traditions. Whereas the voices in the 

church strive to express the text to connect with the heavenly world and to praise God, 

the communist song enthusiasts desired for the same voices to be united, instead, in 

praise of new gods—the Party and the Marxist-Leninist ideals. To achieve this goal, the 

mass song proponents had to borrow certain singing practices from the Church: the 

elevation of textual clarity above musical aesthetics, and the simple quality of the vocal 

performance. 

 

1.2 The Singing Body  

In his essay Revoliutsyia i iskusstvo (Revolution and Art), the Soviet Commissar of 

Enlightenment Aleksandr Lunacharsky (1875-1933) famously claimed that “if the 
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revolution can give soul to the arts, the arts can give revolution its mouth.”25  The arts, 

with their power to influence thoughts and feelings, could help the revolutionary effort, 

because successful agitation must, according to Lunacharsky, “touch the feelings of 

listeners and influence their will directly.” He asked, “Is it even possible to doubt that the 

more artful the [revolutionary] gospel is, the more powerful it becomes? Don’t we know 

that the orator-artist, orator-writer, can find the way to the hearts of people much faster 

than a person of no artistic talent?” 26 Indeed, it was the collective singing that became the 

“mouth” of the revolutionary spirit. Whereas literature, cinema, and theater had certainly 

assumed important roles in the socialist/communist movement in both countries, but 

singing, with its physicality, was the only tool that allowed the masses to simultaneously 

become the receivers and the makers of the revolutionary message. The individual 

participant in mass singing essentially became Lunacharsky’s “orator- artist,” while at the 

same time, remaining part of the group that “needed” to be agitated and inspired, 

effectively blurring the line between the individual and collective voices. 

When the concept of “voice” is addressed in scholarly literature, it often refers to 

an individual experience. This notion is based on the idea of voice as a unique quality of 

                                                   

25 Если революция может дать искусству душу, то искусство может дать революции ее уста. 

Aleksandr Lunacharsky, “Revoliutsyia i iskusstvo” [Revolution and art], in Ob iskusstve [On the arts], Vol. 

2 (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1982), 75.  
26 Можно ли сомневаться в том, что чем художественней такая проповедь, тем сильнее она 

действует? Разве мы не знаем, что оратор-художник, художник-публицист гораздо скорей находит 

путь к сердцам, чем не одаренный художественной силой человек? Lunacharsky, “Revoliutsyia i 
iskusstvo,” 75.  
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every person—a sonic fingerprint. The concentration on the individual’s voice reflects a 

general shift from a focus on communities as unified wholes to en emphasis on unique 

personal experiences within those communities. When writing about a collective voice, it 

is necessary to reconcile the voice in the individual’s body with the final product of a 

mass song—the sound of many bodies. In other words, one must answer the question: 

how does the individual singing sensation relate to the sound immersion experienced in 

group singing? 

The notion of a voice in the body seems simple at first: the voice is a direct 

expression of the body, requiring no mediation. However, the voice possesses a uniquely 

revealing power of expression; as sociologist Simon Frith points out, “certain physical 

experiences, particularly extreme feelings, are given vocal sounds beyond our conscious 

control … we hear them as if they’ve escaped from a body that the mind—language—can 

no longer control.”27 It is precisely through imposed mass singing that the cultural 

enthusiasts of the 1920s and 30s attempted to control the unconscious sounds of the body 

referred to by Frith. Singing, as reflected in writings of German composer Hanns Eisler 

(1898-1962), was to activate members of the society for struggle and encourage political 

education.28 The task of workers’ music, writes Eisler, is “to remove the sentimentality 

and pompousness from music,” because these sensations could distract people from the 

                                                   

27 Simon Frith, Performing: On the Value of Popular Music Rites (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1998), 192.  
28 Hanns Eisler, “Unsere Kampfmusik,” in Musik und Politik, Schriften 1924-1948 (Leipzig, VEB 
Deutscher Verlag für Musik, 1973), 169.  
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class struggle.29 Yet, the physicality of voice can only be controlled to a certain extent: 

the texts and musical style can be carefully adjusted, but their effect on the body cannot. 

Frith writes: 

One way in which we hear the body in the voice is in the sheer physical pleasure 

of singing itself, in the enjoyment a singer takes in particular movements of 

muscles, whether as a sense of oneness between mind and body, will and action, 

or through the exploration of physical sensations and muscular powers one didn’t 

know one had.30 

 

The leaders of proletarian choruses were aware of the unpredictability of 

emotional response, even to the most “perfect” (in terms of Marxist ideology) texts. This 

concern is particular evident in the publications of RAPM, whose efforts were dedicated 

to the creation of proletarian songs. Writing in 1931, Lev Lebedinsky (1904-1992), the 

leader of RAPM, complains that true proletarian performance is extremely rare, even 

given good songs. Lebedinsky insists that “the performer is not just a mechanical 

apparatus, communicating what is written—no, he is also a creator.”31 Though RAPM’s 

activity is discussed in full detail in the following chapter, it is worth noting here that 

neither Lebedinsky nor his colleagues offered a solution as to how a perfect proletarian 

performer, who can communicate the message with the “right” emotional spirit, could be 

created. The reaction of the individual’s body to singing cannot be fully predicted and 

                                                   

29 Die Aufgabe der Arbeitermusik wird es sein, die Sentimentalität, den Schwulst aus der Musik zu 

(liquidieren) entfernen, da diese Empfindungen vom Klassenkampf ablenken. Ibid.   
30 Frith, 193.  
31 Исполнитель –это не только механический аппарат, который передает то, что написано, –нет, это 
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may change within a single performance or across several performances. It is possible for 

the meaning of words, to the disappointment of ideological agitators, to take a secondary 

role. The singer, according to Frith, “finds herself driven by the physical logic of the 

sound of the words rather than by the semantic meaning of the verse….”32 In addition to 

experiencing pleasure from the physical performance, I argue that the singer in a chorus 

receives pleasure from hearing voices of others around him or her. The emotional 

experience in the singer’s body is thus further intensified. 

In his study of barbershop singing, ethnomusicologist Gage Averill pointed 

specifically at the pleasurable emotions of group singing: specific chord strikes trigger a 

certain bodily experience. One of the singers Averill interviewed described his 

experience as follows: 

What happens when a ringing chord is struck? ... If we could get a picture of this 

perfect chord on an oscilloscope, we could see what it looks like. What it looks 

like isn’t important but what it does to us through our auditory nerves is. The 

result is a tingling of the spine, the raising of the hairs on the back of the neck, the 

spontaneous arrival of “goose flesh” on the forearm.33 

 

The pleasure of singing together is, of course, not limited to the sound itself. According 

to Averill, “the practice of barbershop quartet singing institutionalizes fellowship.”34 The 

early twentieth-century mass song activists recognized the value of fellowship in singing 

as well, and used the pleasure of singing to their political advantage. Lenin’s wife 
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Nadezhda Krupskaia (1869-1939), for example, urged cultural brigades in villages which 

often had a difficult time to inciting mass interest in their message, to include mass 

singing as part of their educational agenda. To fulfill their plan, Krupskaia writes, the 

brigades must “teach the peasants how to sing,” thus involving them in the agitational 

process. Group singing, she claimed, organizes and excites the masses.35 The fellowship 

spirit of group singing was recalled by Eisler after his third trip to USSR in 1932. As part 

of that trip, Eisler recorded city and factory sounds, which he planned to use in his score 

for the Soviet documentary film Komsomol.36  In an article for the German newspaper 

Illustrierte Rote Post, Eisler states that one of the most exciting parts of his trip was 

experiencing the enormous enthusiasm of old Kazakhs singing the Internationale in their 

native language.37 

Limiting the description of the effects of collective singing to an enjoyable bodily 

experience, however, does not account for the emotional response to the ideological 

messages of mass songs. The meaning of the words employed in song cannot be 

completely ignored. It is necessary to consider both the individual’s emotion (the 

enjoyment of singing) and the influence of collective culture (the ideological message 

being imposed) in a delicate relationship, in which one feeling sometimes dominates the 
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other. To what extent do we as individuals have control over our emotional expressions 

in social settings?  

In his book The Navigation of Feeling, anthropologist William Reddy calls 

attention to sincerity and deception in emotional responses—what he refers to as 

“emotives” of human beings. According to Reddy, “because of emotives’ powerful 

effects and the likelihood that individuals will develop a set of ‘skills’ in exploiting these 

effects, sincerity must be considered a specialized skill in its own right, that develops 

only in certain historical and political settings.”38 Deception, on the other hand, is not 

simply the alternative to sincerity, but rather the opposite end of a long emotional 

spectrum. Humans navigate their emotional responses between sincerity and deception by 

means of “translation”—a cognitive process by which we attempt to communicate our 

emotions to others and to ourselves.39 The leaders of the mass song movement believed 

that sincerity can be learned if the right message is repeated enough times through 

musical means.  

Though the issue of repetition is taken up in the next section, I would like to 

propose an understanding regarding the problem of sincerity and deception in political 

singing. Of course, there were those individuals who were genuinely inspired by the 

communist ideas and truly believed in every word they sang. Does this mean that those 
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who sang but did not clearly embrace Marxist ideology were consciously deceptive? No. 

As Reddy points out, a human does not know everything that is going on within himself 

or herself. It is possible that something sung without sentiment initially can later be 

confirmed as having a legitimate emotional claim. This may explain, for example, why 

Soviet mass songs of the 1920s had far less public appeal than those of the late thirties—

it took time for people to genuinely appreciate the political call of these songs.  

 

1.3 The Collective Ritual  

Having examined the bodily experience of collective singing, it is important to place the 

singing process into the context of ritualized mass song performance. Analyzing 

collective singing as a ritual can tell us which values are most emphasized in the society 

and which play a secondary role. Furthermore, music rituals show the different ways the 

masses attempt to implement the abstract ideological concepts.40 As Reddy points out, 

rituals should be regarded as the “blueprint for a collective effort to mold feeling.”41 

Staged rituals were not always a part of the communist party narrative. At the beginning 

of the twentieth century, communist enthusiasts viewed humans as completely rational 

beings, able to form beliefs based on rational facts and logical persuasion. Anthropologist 

David Kertzer writes that many Soviet revolutionaries believed rituals to be a form of 
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superstition and deemed them to be unacceptable in the Marxist society.42 However, 

logical agitation proved to be ineffective and eventually gave way to the use of rituals as 

propaganda. In both countries, collective singing became a vital part of the various 

rituals, such as May Day (The international workers’ day that was celebrated by the 

German and Soviet communists) and LLL Day (commemorating the deaths, all in the 

same month, of Luxemburg, Liebknecht, and Lenin, which was observed by the German 

communists). No great spectacle could be without mass singing. Lebedinsky argued that, 

in most cases, mass song was the answer to the inspiring speech of the revolutionary 

orator, because it had the power to cause an “enormous emotional lift.”43 This emotional 

response was intensified when performances utilized tens of thousands of singers, as 

exemplified by the Hanover Festival of 1928, organized by the German socialist party, 

which included more than 44,000 singers who performed at the unified mass concert in 

the Hanover Stadium.44  

Collective singing was intended to spread beyond the official parades and into the 

daily lives of the citizens. People were encouraged to create their own small rituals. Many 

song collections were published with instructions, explaining the proper approach to 

learning and utilizing mass songs. For example, in a 1934 Soviet publication, N. 

Dem’ianov writes: “The mass singing should be part of meetings, evening gatherings, 
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clubs, and times of rest (lunch time or after work).”45 The author gives specific 

instructions as to how to organize collective singing, and claims that such singing 

encourages ideological unity.46 Similar views were held by German cultural activists. 

Discussing the genesis of a particular workers’ song, Eisler writes: “The purpose of this 

song was to raise the morale of not-so-politically-stable comrades in the camp, to give 

them courage and to create a community spirit….”47 In both cases, the authors linked the 

success of collective singing to the emotional response of the participants. 

The emotional impact of rituals was intended to structure political beliefs in the 

society.48 If this is the case, how do beliefs and character traits of individuals interact 

with the beliefs imposed by the larger structure, be it the Communist/Socialist Party or 

society in general?  Kertzer claims that people acquire political ideas through the society 

they live in and that “these ideas are largely determined by those who exercise control 

[hegemony] over the society.”49 Kertzer’s analysis is informed by the Gramscian view 

that “philosophy can only be experienced as faith,”50 such that people consent to believe 

                                                   

45 Массовое песня проводится на собраниях, на вечерах, в клубе, во время отдыха (в обеденный 

перерыв, после окончания работы и т.п.). N. Dem’ianov, “Kak rabotat’ so sbornikom” [How to work 

with the collection], preface to Massovye pesni [Mass songs] (n.p.: Krest’ianskaia gazeta, 1934), 2.  
46 Ibid.  
47 Der Zweck dieses Liedes war, die depressiven Stimmungen der politisch noch nicht gefestigten 

Genossen im Lager zu heben, sie zu ermutigen und eine gemeinschaftliche Haltung bei den An- und 

Abmärschen zu schaffen. Eisler, “Bericht über die Entstehung eines Arbeiterliedes,” in Musik und Politik, 

Schriften 1924-1948, 275.  
48 Kertzer, 100.  
49 Ibid., 96.   
50 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, quoted in David Kertzer, Rituals, Politics, and 
Power (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 96.  



 

 

34 

in the imposed ideology. This top-down view of rituals has its limitations. In his Weapons 

of the Weak, James Scott criticizes Gramsci’s view of hegemony saying that it “ignores 

the extent to which most subordinate classes are able, on the basis of their daily material 

experience, to penetrate and demystify the prevailing ideology.”51 Scott’s view of 

hegemony does not contradict the Gramsci-Kertzer analysis, but rather expands it. The 

ability of individuals to “demystify the prevailing ideology” points to a relationship 

between hegemony and the individual, such that individual beliefs are in constant 

conversation with the societal beliefs, or beliefs imposed from above. In ritual, while one 

type of belief might seem more prominent, the other beliefs are still present. Emotion 

(feeling) drives the negotiation between the different types of beliefs, and emotives are 

public expressions of the result of these negotiations.  How, then, did the hegemony-

individual relationship manifest itself in ritualistic collective singing? We must recognize 

that many of the participating singers genuinely supported the socialist and communist 

ideals and thus whole-heartedly believed in the mass song activity. The general sympathy 

for Bolshevik rule is evident, for example, in the work of many Soviet composers of that 

time, such as Alexander Kastalsky (1856-1926) and Marian Koval (1907-1971). 

According to Neil Edmunds, composers who specialized in musical propaganda in the 

1920s and early 1930s were not pressured by the state to do so, nor did they receive a 
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particularly good financial recompense for their work.52 The idealism of the time was a 

significant driving force behind musical propaganda for composers and performers alike. 

This is not to say that individuals supporting the communist/socialist ideals were always 

consciously aware of the exact political message of the songs. Rather, the songs 

represented the general or the “demystified” understanding of ideology, which, combined 

with both countries’ historic affinity for singing, produced desired effects in the ritual. 

Yet, even in the most idealistic cases, the individual performer still made conscious and 

subconscious choices regarding his or her participation in the group. 

In his article on Warao53 women’s ritual wailing, anthropologist and folklorist 

Charles Briggs attempts to reconcile the individual and the collective voices. The women 

in Briggs’ study claim that “they not only cry but cry together [italics, author].”54 In their 

wailing, the women express their individual perspectives on the death of a deceased 

relative and allude to the personal relationship they had with that person. Like the Soviet 

and German mass song performers, the Warao women all collectively agreed on the 

subject matter of their performance. Yet, as Briggs points out, each woman is able to tell 

her own story, while conscious of the tempo, pitch and timbre of other wailing women. 

When one woman (the deceased’s classificatory grandmother) went outside the pitch 
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range of the rest of the wailers, it was viewed by others as a lack of full participation and 

a failure to express the appropriate emotions.55 It is fascinating that the musical aspect of 

the performance, as opposed to the textual, served as an indicator of the grandmother’s 

lack of participation. This implies that Lebedinsky’s concern for the “right kind” of 

emotional response to singing was legitimate in the mass performance context: an 

individual always has the power to voice his or her beliefs, regardless of whether the text 

is the same for everyone. To help his readers understand the ways in which the individual 

stories are integrated into the collective ritual, Briggs uses Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of 

heteroglossia (or raznorechie in Rus., lit. “different speech-ness”), which implies a 

coexistence of multiple voices within a single linguistic code. The individual voices that 

exist in the context of heteroglossia are particularly powerful. In Briggs’ example, the 

women were able to speak of things that they can only express in the context of the 

wailing ritual: “Wailing provides a sort of immunity from persecution—no one woman 

can be held responsible for any particular utterance.”56 This concept seemed to be a more 

effective descriptor than “polyphony,” which Briggs uses in the end of his article to 

describe the wailers’ ritual. The term polyphony carries a strong Western musicological 

connotation, which, in spite of Briggs’ attempt to redefine the term, cannot escape its 

wide association with Western classical music. As a result, the word “polyphony” 
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restricts the concept of “voice” to its musical meaning, forcing the textual, emotional, and 

political elements of an individual or collective voice into a lesser role. Heteroglossia is a 

more inclusive term than polyphony, and is therefore more useful in this context.   

Briggs’ idea of power through heteroglossia can be applied to the context of the 

1920s Soviet and German mass songs. Political songs were used to convince individuals 

that they possessed genuine power and were in charge of their destinies. However, the 

texts of these songs always emphasized the power of the collective and rarely mentioned 

the individual’s agency. For example, a short song popular among German and Soviet 

communists, We are the Red Soldiers, uses the words “we,” “us,” and “our” in every two-

line stanza of the song. Yet, the effectiveness of the song depends upon individual 

participation. After all, a song calling for a world revolution would lose much of its 

power with only few voices singing. It is often presumed that agency is the province of 

the individual. In the case of collective singing, however, the agency of the individual 

becomes subsumed into the agency of the collective. The emotional power of collective 

singing compels the individual’s agency to participate, whether or not the person is fully 

familiar with and connected to the collective. This effect was evidenced by the 

experience Briggs related at the beginning of his essay: “Even though I had known the 

family [of the deceased, Y. L.] only slightly, the wailing drew me into their sorrow, and I, 
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too, wept.”57 The socialist and communist music creators and proponents were well 

aware of this effect.  

One of the most successful attempts to describe the emotional process in 

collective singing is found in anthropologist Greg Urban’s research on the expression of 

emotion in the context of ritual wailing in Amerindian Brazil. Urban claims that wailing 

functions simultaneously on two planes: “the plane of overt expression of emotion” and 

“the plane of covert expression of the desire for sociability.”58 Urban later explains that 

the two planes interact with each other: “one emotion (sadness) points to or comments 

upon another emotion (the desire for social acceptance).”59 Thus, the working together of 

these two types of emotions produces a “meta-affect,”60 the process of self-description, in 

which the code (i.e. a set of convictions, which in Urban’s case is the emotional response 

of grief) is used to talk about the code (in Urban’s case, the emotional desire for social 

acceptance).  

The concept of meta-affect can be transferred to other contexts, such as that of 

collective singing and emotions. The desire for sociability and acceptance plays a role in 

the overall emotional response of group singing. As ethnomusicologist Thomas Turino 
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points out in his analysis of the Nazi use of music, people feel obliged to join in even if 

their personal beliefs conflict with the activity.61 Since people’s beliefs are not stable, 

they can be changed over time by means of constant repetition of desired behavior or 

thoughts.  

If the activity is repeated enough times, writes Turino, it becomes habitual, and 

the oppositional beliefs begin to fade. This is, of course, a controversial position, since 

sometimes the individual beliefs become stronger, almost reactionary, when confronted 

with continuous strong opposition. What Turino’s position points to is how difficult it is 

for the individual to regularly participate in a challenging activity while maintaining his 

or her own oppositional views. Turino’s analysis largely draws on Peircean concepts of 

habit formation. Peirce claimed that humans, being mostly logical, are “naturally more 

sanguine and hopeful than logic would justify.”62 Thus, it is possible for humans to begin 

believing in something even if there is an initial doubt. The ability of a person to hold on 

to his or her beliefs is repeatedly challenged by the social impulse: the man who adopts 

tenacity “will find that other men think differently from him, and it will be apt to occur to 

him, in some saner moment, that their opinions are quite as good as his own, and this will 
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shake his confidence in his belief.”63 The socially acceptable belief becomes a habitual 

behavior by means of repetition.  

Repetition is the main mechanism for creating new habits of thought, and thereby 

fostering new, socially acceptable emotions. It is accomplished by the formation of 

“indexical clusters,” which are signs that were formerly (and even logically) unrelated to 

each other, but became linked together through repeated experiences. Through constant 

repetition, the links between these signs become thought of as facts and “begin to be 

taken for granted, ultimately going unnoticed, regardless of whether there are real 

connections among the objects of those signs.”64  

The pursuit of habit formation is evident in the mass songs of Germany and the 

USSR. Indexical clusters are the basic foundations of textual rhetoric in these songs. For 

example, the texts often used “workers,” “soldiers,” and “peasants” in the same line. The 

presentation of these three words together was meant to inspire a sense of commonality 

among these groups of people. The deliberate attempt to link these signs is particularly 

evident in the translation of German proletariat songs into Russian. If the original 

German text did not include “peasants,” the Russian translator would certainly add it to 

his version. This is exactly what happened to the German song Dem Morgenrot entgegen, 

known in Russian as the Young Guard. The chorus of the original version by Heinrich 
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Eildermann translates as, “We are the young guards, the proletariat!” The Russian 

translation by Aleksandr Bezymianskii, on the other hand, becomes, “We are the young 

guards of workers and peasants!” The indexical clusters were not confined to text, 

however, but also appeared in the musical form. The phrases containing words 

“workers,” “soldiers,” “peasants” were often set to familiar pre-existing folk tunes, which 

was the case for Dem Morgenrot entgegen. The tune of Dem Morgenrot entgegen was 

based on a Tyrolean march, which glorified its peasant leader, Andreas Hofer (1767-

1810). 65 Similar borrowing is also evident in Soviet compositions, such as in those by 

Kastalsky. Though the practice was controversial in the twenties and criticized by some 

musical organizations for its idealization of pre-Revolutionary peasantry, it was 

widespread nonetheless.66 The repeated cluster of folk tunes with new lyrics created the 

illusion that the socialist/communist ideals were a natural outcome of the people’s 

culture.  

Indexical clusters do not have to come from a single source, as in the above 

example, in which the “cluster” comes from the textual/musical component of a mass 

song. The clusters can be formed through a combination of different types of signs. The 

songs performed in ritual parades were accompanied by visual signs. The visual signs 
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employed by the Soviets included enormous portraits of Lenin, Marx, and Engels, as well 

as red flags with the Soviet hammer and sickle symbol. Furthermore, most songs were set 

to march rhythms, thus referencing and evoking a sense of militaristic struggle. As most 

people did not fully comprehend the Marxist-Leninist ideology, the Party leaders hoped 

that the masses would internalize the concept of unity between an army, peasants, and 

workers by associating them through the music of struggle (the march) and the visual 

representation of leadership (the red flag and the portrait banners). These constantly 

repeating conceptual clusters were part of the mass songs’ “meta-affect:” the 

individual—peasant, worker, or soldier—sung about his individual struggle, yet learned 

to regard this struggle, through the repetition of “clusters,” as the struggle of all. 

 

1.4 The Active Audience  

So far the discussion has focused on an individual’s direct participation in mass song 

activities. However, in the Soviet Union and Germany singing was meant to not only 

move the performers but also inspire those who listened. The latter was to be 

accomplished with the help of agitprop theater groups. The most famous of these groups 

in the Soviet Union was a “living newspaper” theater—“Blue Blouse” (Siniaia bluza), 

which operated from 1923 to 1933. The Blue Blouse, performing in workers’ dress (blue 

shirt and black pants), combined political songs and poems with reenactments of current 

newspaper stories. The theater group included hundreds of troupes around the country, 

the most professional of which were based in Moscow. In 1927, one of the Moscow 
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troupes toured Germany. The troupe’s performances were met with great enthusiasm and 

the trip was reported to be a great success by many sources.67 The Blue Blouse inspired 

their German counterparts to create their own agitprop theater groups. In 1929, one of 

these groups Das rote Sprachrohr (The Red Megaphone) toured the Soviet Union.68 The 

Soviets were still hoping for a German communist revolution, while the German 

communists were encouraged by the revolutionary success in Russia. The job of agitprop 

theaters in both countries was to encourage the spirit of international revolutionary 

struggle among the audience members. Though the international communist revolution 

that these agitprop theaters advocated never occurred, the performances nevertheless 

resonated with the Soviet and German public. The groups’ specific activities are 

discussed in greater detail in chapter three. Here, however, I focus on the audience’s 

perception of political theatrical groups in general, and their reaction to such groups in 

Germany and the Soviet Union.  

In her article Singing Against Apartheid, Shirli Gilbert writes about the efforts of 

South African agitprop troupes in Europe, which incorporated narrative, poetry, and song 

in order to raise awareness of the struggle at home. Gilbert’s study is valuable because it 

highlights a recent use of agitprop that is comparable to the historical use by the Soviet 

and Germans. Not only did the South African troupes used the same forms of theater as 
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the Soviet and German groups, but the discourse over the role of culture in the external 

propaganda was also similar to that of the Soviets and Germans. Furthermore, Gilbert’s 

study helps explain why the agitational groups enjoyed a greater success performing in 

front of foreign audiences than they did home. 

The cultural politics of ANC (African National Congress) in the 1970s and 80s 

suggest conflicting conceptions of what culture’s role should be in external propaganda, 

as opposed to the internally-focused work of nation-building.69 Citing numerous ANC 

journals of the time, Gilbert claims that the party agreed that “the ideal art was not elitist 

or exclusive, but was intimately connected with the ‘people.’”70 This is exactly what the 

Soviet and German communists believed in fifty years prior. Furthermore, the ANC held 

a similar conception of the purpose of art: art that provided mere entertainment for the 

masses was considered unacceptable. Truly revolutionary art “served to educate, awaken 

political consciousness, and galvanize people to action.”71 However, troupes that 

performed abroad had to balance these ideological aspirations with the desire to produce 

a show that would appeal to international audiences. Thus, the idea of struggle had to be 

presented in its most simple forms. For example, according to Gilbert, such 

simplifications lead to presentation of “people’s art” as a mass phenomenon. In other 

words, the native population of South Africa was presented as a single coherent body. 
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The diversity of black theater groups, while evident in the complex social setting of 

South Africa, was not presented to foreign audiences. 72 A close look at the performances 

of Soviet and German agitational groups performing abroad reveals similar trends.  

It is difficult to give an unequivocal assessment of the receptions of the Blue 

Blouses at home in the Soviet Union. Right from the start the performances of these 

agitational groups received mixed reactions and reviews. Soviet writer, journalist, and 

poet Varlam Shalamov (1907-1982) wrote two essays, describing in detail the activities 

of the Blue Blouse and the fate of their leader, Boris Yughanin (1896-1962). That 

Shalamov felt it necessary to write about this experimental theater suggests that the Blue 

Blouse had made a significant impression on him. According to Shalamov, Yughanin’s 

project achieved considerable early success, as more than four hundred groups from 

different parts of the country formed within the first five years.73 Nevertheless, despite its 

initial success, writes Shalamov, the group “was always missing something.”74As theater 

historian Yuri Dmitriev points out, the audience was often uninterested in the blunt 

agitational message of the group. In order to make their agitation more effective, the Blue 

Blouse had to move from “simple agitation” to “more theater and even entertainment, so 

the audience, including the workers, were not bored, did not get up from their seats, did 
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not hinder the performance or talk.” 75 Yet, many early “living newspaper” performers 

believed that their original goal was not to entertain, but rather to instruct the audience in 

the communist ideas.76 Throughout their short history, the Blue Blouse, just like the 

South African agitational troupes, would struggle to find the balance between 

entertainment and agitation. The debate over the effectiveness of the Blouses continued 

in the pages of the Soviet Union’s most important newspaper, Pravda. Defending their 

activities in 1924, the Blue Blouse characterized their method as “Agitation in colors. 

Bright and memorable melody, and easy to remember words. Vivid, understandable 

costumes. Exact mechanical movements. Verifiable agitation.”77 A few years later, in 

the same newspaper, their simple approach was praised and criticized at the same time. 

On the one hand, wrote A. Zuev, the “Blouses were well-prepared, energetic, and made 

an enormous impact on theatrical clubs around the country. On the other hand, he 

continued, “the firm positive tone of their performance often turns into over-the-top 

loudness, which leaves an exhausting impression of unnecessary bustling.”78  

                                                   

75 Dmitriev, 43.  
76 Ibid.  
77 Агитация в красках. Яркая запоминающаяся мелодия, простые запоминающиеся слова. Броские 

понятные костюмы. Точные механизированные движения. Доказательная агитка [bold in the 

original].  V. Rakhtanov and E. Prosvetov, “Fakty o ‘Sinei bluze’” [Facts about the “Blue Blouse”], 

Pravda, no. 201, September 5, 1924.   
78 . . . хорошо тренерованная, подвижная и энергичная, успевшая наложить сильный отпечаток на 

работу многих наших клубно-эстрадных коллективов. . . . мажорный тонус ее выступлений, 

переходящий, правда, иной раз в ненужную крикливость, оставляющий в результате впечатление 

утомительной суетливости и пестроты. A. Zuev, “O ‘Sinei bluze:’ k chetyrekhletiiu” [About the “Blue 
Blouse”: on their fourth anniversary], Pravda, no. 226, October 4, 1927.  
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Nevertheless, the “living newspaper” had enjoyed a certain level of success, particularly 

during its tour of Germany. 

The success of the Blue Blouse in Germany is usually explained by the general 

German interest in the USSR, the activities of the KPD, and the fascination of prominent 

German artists, such as Bertold Brecht and Erwin Piscator, with new theatrical forms. 

The specifics of the tour and its impact are discussed in detail in chapter three. Here, 

however, it is important to note that though all three reasons listed above, no doubt, 

contributed to the Soviet group’s success, I argue that the popularity of Blue Blouse was 

largely due to the imaginative alternative reality that the group was able to provide for the 

foreign audiences. When performing at home, the live newspaper had to assure the local 

audience of the bright future ahead, which was not an easy task to do in a country 

enduring tremendous economic and social hardships—hardships they experienced, in 

part, because of the very Revolution the Blue Blouse tried to defend. Their performances 

were an attempt to unite people of varied interests in one common struggle and to ensure 

the stability of the regime, which remained fragile well into the 1930s. Performing before 

a German audience, the Blue Blouse altered their usual routine: their job was to present 

the Soviet people as an already homogenous group. The nineteen-part program for 

German audiences consisted not only of political songs, such as The Internationale, but 

also of Russian folk music, to emphasize the ethnic unity under the Soviet Russian 



 

 

48 

leadership.79 The group was easily able to create an illusion of socialist life that could not 

be challenged by most of the German audience members. In addition, the group’s 

program included sketches and songs about foreign affairs, such as conditions in China, 

and Western Europe.80 Through its emphasis on Russia’s cohesiveness and perceived 

awareness of foreign struggles, the Blue Blouse propelled the vision of idealistic 

internationalism and became a symbol of the communist success Germany desired.  

The most prominent German version of the “living newspaper,” the Red Megaphone, 

enjoyed in the Soviet Union a success analogous to that achieved by the Blue Blouse in 

Germany. As a direct offspring of the Blue Blouse, the Red Megaphone’s warm reception 

in the USSR is particular fascinating. While the Blue Blouse struggled to energize their 

home front, the Red Megaphone captivated the Soviet audience. The review in Pravda 

following the Moscow performance was quite flattering:  

The audience of the International Club Red Hall of Moscow Komsomol forgot 

that the performance was in the, for the most part, unfamiliar German language. 

Everything was understood without words… Their main accomplishment is 

zealous persuasion, with sincere hatred of the enemy voiced in every phrase, a 

firm fist, and fiery striving toward those whom they address, in Russian: ‘Hello to 

the Country of Soviets’”81 

 

                                                   

79 Bodek, Proletarian Performance in Weimar Berlin, 102.  
80 Bodek, Proletarian Performance in Weimar Berlin, 101.  
81 Аудитория Интернационального клуба, Красного зала МК, площади «Смычка», забывали, что 

представление велось на незнакомом для большинства немецком языке. Все было понятно и без 

слов. . . . главное достоинство их –горячая убедительность, искренняя ненависть к врагу, звучащая в 

каждой фразе, и крепко сжатом кулаке, пламенная устремленность к тем, к кому они обращаются 

уже по-русски: «Привет Стране Советов!»  Georgii Polianovskii, “Krasnye rupora” [the Red 
Megaphones], Pravda, No. 206, September 7, 1929. 
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The Blue Blouse no doubt displayed a similar enthusiasm during their 

performances, yet only the Red Megaphone received undisputed praise from the Soviet 

audience. As in the case of the tour the Blue Blouse made of Germany, the explanation 

for the Red Megaphone’s success is in the audiences’ perceptions. The Blue Blouse was a 

real symbol of communist success for the Germans, and the Red Megaphone was a sign 

of internationalism and solidarity for the Soviets. By presenting themselves as united 

spokespersons for the people’s cause, the international performances by these agitational 

theatrical groups were most successful in fostering an illusion of unity—a vision that, 

ironically, the audiences were eager to accept from the groups that were most unfamiliar 

to them. 

 

1.5 The Collective Voice 

In bringing the discussed aspects of collective singing together, it is useful to view the 

process using semiotic models of communication. The different parts—such as the 

individual physical experience, the ritualistic social awareness, and the transmission of 

political ideas to the audience—can be viewed as part of the human communication 

processes, both with the self and with others. Culturologist Yuri Lotman (1922-1993) 

described a semiotic model of communication which allows for a combined presentation 

of these processes. Lotman claimed that there is no such thing as an individual speech-

act, thus Roman Jakobson’s noted speech act model must be doubled: the two channels of 



 

 

50 

cultural mechanism—the “I-I” and the “I-s/he,” in which the “I” is the possessor of the 

information, while the “s/he” is the object (the addressee)—are always present together.82 

Thus, the addresser can address himself or herself through, what Lotman calls, 

autocommunication, and the others at the same time. When singing in a group, the 

individual participant communicates the message of the song with his listeners and with 

himself or herself (Figure 1.1).  

 

 

addresser 
“I” 

context 

message addressee 

“I” or “s/he” 

 

 ×2 

contact 

code 

 

 

         Figure 1.1: Jakobson-Lotman Speech Act Model83 

 

Lotman’s model is flexible and implies that the relationship between the two 

mechanisms of communication is varied, and while one sometimes dominates the other, 

neither one is a self-contained process. The model assumes both the individual’s agency 

(Scott) and the role of the collective (Kertzer). Urban’s and Briggs’ analyses can be part 

                                                   

82 Yuri Lotman, “Vnutri mysliashchih mirov” [Universe of the mind], in Semiosphera [Semiosphere], (St. 

Petersburg: Iskusstvo-SPB, 2000), 164-165. For fully developed understanding of the Jakobson’s speech 

act model and Lotman relationship see Edna Andrews, Coversations with Lotman: Cultural Semiotics in 

Language, Literature, and Cognition (Toronoto: University ofToronto Press, Inc., 2003, 18-20).  
83 The Jakobson speech act model is taken from Roman Jakobson, “Closing Statement: Linguistics and 
Poetics,” in Style in Language, ed. Thomas Sebeok (Cambridge Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1960, 353).  
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of this model because they presume the existence of several voices in the process of 

collective singing ritual: the voice dealing with the personal simultaneously 

communicates with the collective set of practices (traditions).  The model allows for a 

flexible understanding of emotions. In Jakobson’s speech-act, the addresser carries an 

expressive function. The doubling of this process in Lotman’s model means that 

emotions play an important role in both types of communication, but their exact place is 

difficult to identify due to “coding” processes (referred to as “translations” in Reddy). 

Lotman writes that the message can be reformulated and can acquire new meaning during 

the communication process because of the constant introduction of supplementary 

codes.84 As a result, not only is the original message recoded, but also, while 

communicating, the “addresser inwardly reconstructs his or her essence.”85 This is 

particularly true for the “I-I” communication process. One of the supplemental codes in 

collective singing is the multitude of voices that surround an individual and may 

influence or even change that individual’s experience. By providing a stronger emotional 

experience, this supplemental code alters individual presumptions regarding the message 

and helps generate a new set of meanings from the same message. Hence, emotions are a 

factor in the way the addresser reconstructs his beliefs in the process of singing with and 

for other people.  

                                                   

84 Lotman, “Vnutri musliaschikh mirov,” 165.  
85. . . внутренне перестраивает свою сущность. Ibid.  
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The message of the song, therefore, is constantly in conversation with both 

personal beliefs and collective traditions. The beliefs and the traditions are also not 

stable, and, in return, are constantly adjusted, confirmed, or challenged by the song’s 

message. It is important to emphasize that the “message” is more than just the Marxist-

Leninist text, and encompasses the music itself, including the melodies, which may be 

familiar or unfamiliar to performer and hearer, as well as rhythmic patterns (such as 

dotted rhythms and marches), dynamics, and orchestration. The process of repetition, 

addressed by Turino, has its place in the Jakobson-Lotman model as well. If the message 

is repeated very often, the “coding-recoding” process becomes less reflective, and the 

clusters of information are taken for granted.  

The next step is to place the communication model of “collective singing” in the 

context of cultural exchanges between the two countries. The context, as an external 

stimulus, influences the process and the effects of singing together. As the discussion of 

the reception of agitational groups by Soviet and German audiences revealed, the central 

message was warmly received in the context of a foreign performance. A change in the 

physical space or location of the performance is not the only way to change the context. 

The context is also altered when the song is “translated.” The processes of singing 

together incorporates “translations” on different levels, including the textual translations 

of indexical clusters, translation in the sense of the negotiation between the personal and 

the collective beliefs, and the translations of personal and collective emotional response 

to singing. When songs that were originally designed for performance in the context of 
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one country are translated (literary and figuratively) into the context of the other country, 

fascinating new meanings are generated in the process. The following chapter considers 

the musical exchange which occurred in the context of numerous music organizations in 

both countries. Often borrowing ideas from each other, the organizations’ leaders in both 

countries had similar goals and ideals, but did not ultimately share the same success. 
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2. Between Art and Agitation: Proletarian Music 

Organizations, Hanns Eisler, and the “Ideal Song” 

 

When you are composing, and you open the 

window, remember     that the noise of the street is 

not mere noise, but is made by man…. Select texts 

and subjects that concern as many people as 

possible…. Discover the people, the real people, 

discover day-to-day life for your art, and then 

perhaps you will be re-discovered.1 

—Hanns Eisler, 1928 

  

Every Soviet artist, every Soviet musician must turn 

his face to mass art, preserving his individual 

artistic traits, but burying his individualism…2 

    — Georgii Hubov, 1934 

 

 

 

Soviet musicologist Georgii Hubov (1902-1981) precisely captured the task faced by 

Soviet and German composers in his call for mass music. The composers were to write 

original music that could speak to a wide audience, which meant that it had to contain 

                                                   

1Wenn ihr beim Komponieren das Fenster aufmacht, so erinnert euch, daß der Lärm der Straße nicht 

Selbstzweck ist und von Menschen erzeugt wird…. Wählt euch Texte und Sujets, die mӧglichst viele 

angehen….Entdeckt den Menschen, den wirklichen Menschen, entdeckt den Alltag für eure Kunst, dann 

wird man eich vielleicht wieder entdecken. Hanns Eisler, “Zur Situation der modern Musik,” in Musik und 

Politik, Schriften 1924-1948 (Leipzig: VEB Deutscher Verlag für Musik, 1973), 92. 
2 Каждый советский художник, каждый советский музыкант должен повернуться лицом к 

массовому искусству, сохраняя свои творческие индивидуальные черты, похоронив свой 

индивидуализм...Georgii Hubov, “Za massovuiu pesniu, za massovuiu simfoniiu!” [For mass song, for 
mass symphony!], Sovetskaia muzyka 8, no.2 (February 1934): 7.  
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certain familiar elements. The composer’s task was to effectively communicate his or her 

own personal ideals, yet these ideals had to reflect the presumed socialist ideals of the 

masses. To produce original art inspired by the people was also the ideal that Eisler 

outlined in his writings on modern music. However, musicians of the 1920s and 1930s in 

both countries struggled to define a compositional method that would strike the delicate 

balance between each composer’s personal artistic agenda and the collective 

socialist/communist ideals. The challenge of creating ideal proletarian art was intensified 

by the existence of many socialist and communist music organizations, which were eager 

to guide the composers and disseminate new workers’ music. This chapter explores the 

conflicting efforts of some of the largest organizations—including the Russian 

Association of Proletariat Musicians (RAPM), the Organization of Revolutionary 

Composers (ORK, also in the USSR), the German Workers Singing League (DASB), and 

the German Communist Party’s agitprop—to create new music.3  

The investigation presents several challenges. Just as the process of mass singing 

itself was a “doubled” process, in which the individual’s beliefs were reexamined against 

the collective ideology, the context in which the singing occurred existed on multiple 

levels. In the foreground were the details of the performance itself: the place of 

performance, the occasion of the performance, and, especially in cases of cross-national 

                                                   

3 In the original language: RAPM—Rossiiskaia Assotsiatsiia Proletarskikh Muzykantov; ORK—
Ob”edinenie Revoliutsionnyh Kompozitorov; DASB-- Deutsche Arbeiter Sängerbund. 
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exchange, the various audiences who determined the success of performances. These 

issues are evaluated in Chapter Three. In this chapter, I concentrate on the deeper 

contextual layer underlying the process of collective singing—the philosophical debate 

that raged among cultural activists on the role of music in the communist/socialist 

society. Instead of providing a history of each music organization, my discussion will  

focus on several issues that were commonly debated in organizations of both countries: 

the relationship between music organizations and the party’s political agenda, the role of 

popular song genres and pre-existing bourgeois and folk traditions in the creation of new 

proletarian songs, and the formation of a new proletarian person—an ideal revolutionary 

composer and performer. As the composers and organizers challenged the music of the 

past and present, they offered different, often conflicting, ideas about the new music for 

the proletariat.  

The exact desires and points of contention of these organizations are extremely 

difficult for a modern scholar to articulate. As demonstrated in the epigraph, the language 

used by the organizations’ spokespersons was extremely vague. Furthermore, regardless 

of the differences they claimed to have, the music organizations in both countries were 

more related than they would have liked to admit: many composers and cultural theorists 

were active in several organizations at the same time. For that reason, this chapter draws 

heavily on the writings of German composer Hanns Eisler, who not only worked with the 

socialist DASB and the communist agitprop but was also considered one of the leading 

proletarian composers in the Soviet Union. Despite the analytical challenges, it is clear 
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that all of the music organizations believed collective singing to be the cornerstone of 

proletarian musical culture. Furthermore, I argue that the international musical exchange 

was fundamentally important to both countries’ organizations and their aspirations for 

universal proletarian culture. In the Soviet Union, the desire for international 

collaboration was explained by the general perception of the inevitability of Marxist 

revolution in other countries. For German agitprop groups, especially those of the 

Communist party, the Soviet Union represented the reality of workers’ power, and so the 

desire for cultural exchange with the Soviet Union was an expected outcome. At the end 

of the chapter, I summarize the connection between the Soviet and German music 

organizations as a dynamic relationship between the two cultural spaces that were 

decidedly different, yet markedly similar in their ideals and aspirations.  
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2.1 The Beginning of Musical Organizing and the Struggle for Cultural 

Autonomy 

The masses create, the artist shapes, [and] the 

corresponding cultural and educational agencies 

promote by many organized means.4 

—Lev Shul’gin (1890-1968) 

 

Composer Lev Shul’gin’s three-dimensional model of music creation and dissemination, 

masses—artists—organizations, reflected the change in perspective from that of the 

nineteenth century. First, there was a change in rhetoric. The “people” were referred to as 

“masses.” While “people” suggested a sense of ethnic identity and regionalism, the word 

“masses,” a politically-charged term, (never used by the Russian nineteenth-century 

composers) signified a class of people united by their daily experience rather than their 

ethnic identities, and, while it included peasants under the general umbrella, it was 

primarily a reference to the proletariat. The rhetorical change also signified a semantic 

change in the meaning of the word “create.” What exactly did “people” and “masses” 

create? In the nineteenth-century, the likely answer would have been folk music. 

However, in Shul’gin’s model, the creation of the masses was much harder to define. 

While some organizations, particularly the socialists’ DASB, incorporated folk songs into 

                                                   

4 Масса творит, художник оформляет, соответствующие культурно-просветительные органы 

способствуют этому целым рядом организационных мероприятий. Lev Shul’gin, “Massovaia pesnia” 
[Mass songs], Muzyka i revoliutsiia 2, 1926: 20. 
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their concerts, neither folk music (associated with the rural population) nor urban folklore 

was thought of as ideal raw material for future compositions. Rather, composers were to 

reflect the new life of the proletariat by gathering and shaping the “elements of new 

songs,” which, claimed Shul’gin, “already existed among the masses in fragments.”5 

Although Shul’gin, like many of his colleagues, failed to precisely identify the desired 

“elements” of new music, his model introduced a new facet into the creative process: the 

cultural and musical organizations whose responsibility it was to guide the composers, as 

well as to aid the propagation of new music, and mass songs in particular. In the eyes of 

German socialist and communist enthusiasts the proletariat was also viewed as the bearer 

of culture, and cultural organizations were summoned to direct the proletariat and its 

composers to a new artistic level. Paul Weiss, a German communist cultural theorist, 

claimed that proletarian organizations not only brought the proletarian composers under a 

united front for advancement of worker’s culture, but also worked to attract the 

composers who had not yet joined the movement.6 Yet, between and within communist 

and socialist circles there was significant disagreement as to exactly what kind of culture 

the proletariat needed to advance. Writing in 1926, nine years after the October 

Revolution, Russian musicologist Lev Sabaneev exclaimed, “we do not possess the 

revolutionary art yet … Composers are still experiencing an internal process of artistic 

                                                   

5 Shul’gin, “Massovaia pesnia,” 20  
6 Paul Weiss, “Za edinyi front vsekh proletarskikh i revolutsionnykh kompozitorov!” [For the united front 
of all proletarian and revolutionary composers!]. Sovetskaia muzyka 2, 1933: 126-127.  
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realization of the revolutionary epoch.”7 The idea that a proper revolutionary art did not 

yet exist was prominent among German communists as well. In 1931, Eisler still 

described workers’ music movement as an experiment that, while “showing much 

progress,” had not achieved its full potential.8  

In the Soviet Union, the arguments over workers’ culture began with the activities 

of the Proletarian Culture Movement (Proletarskaia kul’tura or Proletkult). Initiated by 

philosopher Aleksandr Bogdanov (1873–1928) and Commissar of Enlightenment 

Lunacharsky after the October Revolution, the Proletkult aimed to eliminate the divide 

between the elite (bourgeois) and popular culture, and foster an ideal environment for a 

unique proletarian culture. The Proletkult activists also hoped to spread their ideas 

internationally. In 1920, they established an international chapter, as a result of which 

German communists began debating similar issues, and the word “Proletkult” appeared 

regularly on the pages of Germany’s main communist newspaper, Die Rote Fahne. In 

their approach to music, Proletkult activists began reevaluating their musical heritage of 

bourgeois and folk music. They also attempted to define the ideal listener and performer. 

An analysis of this movement reveals a difficult relationship between cultural 

organizations and political parties. The role of music organizations in the political 

education of the masses was complicated by their ongoing negotiations with the party’s 

                                                   

7 Lev Sabaneev, Muzyka posle Oktiabria [Music after October] (Moscow: Rabotnik Prosvesheniia, 1926), 

31.  
8 Hanns Eisler, “Fortschritte in der Arbeitermusikbewegung,” in Musik und Politik, Schriften, 1924-1928, 
113-15.   
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political apparatus. The individual performer or audience member would face a collective 

that was itself divided between cultural enthusiasts (the creators of agitation) on the one 

hand, and the party (the ultimate societal authority) on the other. On the surface, both 

components of the collective had an identical agenda: the implantation of the 

Marxist/Socialist ideals in the hearts and minds of individuals. The communist ideals, 

however, often served as tools that allowed both organizations and individual composers 

to pursue and fulfill their own creative agendas, without explicit regard for the agenda of 

the party. Thus, a conflict of interests between the party and its cultural servants was 

inevitable. 

  Since its inception, the Proletkult had operated relatively independently from the 

government and encompassed a great variety of artists and educators. The movement’s 

musical output was highly eclectic: some musicians created revolutionary hymns, some 

wanted to bring the bourgeois music to masses, while others promoted avant-garde 

efforts and believed that a break with bourgeois art was only possible through a 

dissociation with the western tonal system. Proletkult musicians and educators worked 

not only in the two major cities—Moscow and Petrograd (St. Petersburg)—but also in 

Russia’s small towns and villages. During the Revolution and the Civil War, the 

Bolshevik party’s main objective was to preserve and spread its control over the country, 
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so it did not oppose the independent activities of the Proletkult.9 By 1920, however, the 

independent nature of the movement caused significant tensions with the party, and Lenin 

was determined to bring the Proletkult under the control of Narkompros (Narodnyi 

komissariat prosveshcheniia or People’s Commissariat for Education). Russian historian 

Aleksandr Karpov argues that growing influence of the Proletkult, and particularly its 

leader, Bogdanov, caused Lenin to worry about what he perceived to be a rival workers’ 

organization.10 To bring the Proletkult under the direct supervision of the party, Lenin 

accused the movement of being politically unstable, particularly in matters of pre-

revolutionary heritage, which, he falsely claimed the Proletkult rejected. Lenin famously 

stated:  

Proletarian culture did not jump out of void; it is not the invention of people who 

call themselves specialists in proletarian culture. That is all complete nonsense. 

Proletarian culture must be a natural development of the stored knowledge that 

mankind developed under the oppression of the capitalist society... 11 

 

 Lenin’s statement was made on October 2, 1920, a few days before the Proletkult 

organization lost its autonomy and became subordinate to Narkompros. Krupskaia, who 

served in various positions in Narkompros, echoed the accusations and claimed that 

                                                   

9 Aleksandr Karpov, Russkii Proletkult: ideologiia, estetika, praktika [Russian Proletkult: ideology, 

aesthetic, practice] (St. Petersburg: SPbGUP, 2009). 111.  
10 Ibid.   
11 Пролетарская культура не является выскочившей неизвестно откуда, не является выдумкой 

людей, которые называют себя специалистами по пролетарской культуре. Это все сплошной вздор. 

Пролетарская культура должна явится закономерным развитием тех запасов знания, которые 

человечество выработало под гнетом капиталистического общества...Vladimr Lenin, “Zadachi 

soiuzov molodeghi” [The tasks of youth movements], in O Kul’ture i iskusstve: sbornik statei i otryvkov 

[On culture and art: collection of articles and excerpts], ed. Mikhail Lifshiz (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe 
izdatel’stvo izobrazitel’nykh iskusstv, 1938), 268.  
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Proletkult worked in a cultural vacuum.12 As a result, the general perception of the 

Proletkult as an organization that was hostile to pre-revolutionary art existed until recent 

scholarly publications challenged the notion.13 In fact, the Proletkult’s politics regarding 

pre-Revolutionary art were much more nuanced than Lenin and Krupskaia asserted. 

While a small number of the movement’s members believed that all evidence of 

bourgeois culture should be completely destroyed, the majority of the Proletkult’s 

enthusiasts, particularly those involved in music, aspired to educate the proletariat in pre-

existing classical and folk traditions, and viewed the art of the past as an important 

foundation for the art of the future. 

It is clear that accusations of cultural vandalism were based on political, rather 

than cultural, grounds. The Proletkult’s problematic relationship with the Soviet 

leadership foreshadowed the struggles for autonomy of other organizations, such as the 

ASM and RAPM, which were eventually disbanded in 1932. It is widely accepted that 

the Stalinist Resolution of 1932 (On the Reconstruction of Literary and Artistic 

Organizations) was responsible for the disbandment of a variety of cultural organizations, 

forcing all musicians to unite under the single umbrella of the Composers’ Union. 

However, the attacks on Proletkult, beginning as early as 1920, demonstrated that the 

Soviet government was never comfortable with an independent artistic initiative, even if 

                                                   

12 Nadezhda Krupskaia, “O proletarsko’ kul’ture” [On proletarian culture] Ob Iskusstve i literature: stat’i, 

pis’ma, vyskazyvaniia [On art and literature: articles, letters, sayings] (Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1963), 82.  
13 The changing scholarship on Proletkult is traced particularly well in the first chapter of Aleksandr 
Karpov’s book Russkii Proletkult: ideologiia, estetika, praktika (St. Petersburg: SPbGUP, 2009).  
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this initiative supported the ideological vision of the party. A similar divergence between 

the party and its cultural apparatus existed within Germany’s socialist and communist 

parties as well, though it did not arise for the same reasons.  

Like the Proletkult, the DASB had struggled to retain its cultural autonomy from 

the earliest days of its existence. While Proletkult faced the threat of being subsumed by 

Narkompros, the DASB tried to maintain a distance from the SPD’s political agenda. Six 

weeks before the outbreak of the First World War, the DASB’s executives reiterated their 

apolitical status, claiming that their only concern was raising the artistic level of the 

performances of working men.14 The DASB’s pre-war concert programs lent credence to 

this claim.15 However, following the Russian Revolution and faced with the growing 

activity of the German communists, the DASB could no longer maintain its relative 

political neutrality. Many of its cultural theorists, including Heinrich Wiegand, found 

themselves defending the presence of bourgeois compositions in DASB’s repertoire.16 

The growing politicization of the DASB meant not only a heated debate on the role of 

politics in the performing arts, but also a readjustment in its relationship with the SPD’s 

political leadership. The DASB could no longer remain a workers’ leisure activity: it now 

had a responsibility to educate and excite the proletariat for their social fight, becoming 

                                                   

14 Dieter Dowe, “The Workingmen’s Choral Movement in Germany before the First World War,” Journal 

of Contemporary History 13, no. 2 (April 1978): 281.  
15 Ibid., 290.  
16 See, for example, Heinrich Wiegand, “Beethovens Werk,” DAS-Zeitung 25 (1924). Reprinted in Forum: 

Musik in der DDR. Arbeiterklasse und Musik: Theoretische Positionen in der deutschen Arbeiterklasse zur 
Musikkulture vor 1945 (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1974), 97-98.   
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the musical representation of the SPD in the process. In order to attract the support of the 

working class for the SPD, the DASB began incorporating a greater number of modern 

proletarian pieces in their repertoire. This did not mean, however, that DASB’s repertoire 

was completely refurbished. Reporting on the situation in German choirs in 1928, R. 

Faber, a Soviet correspondent for ORK, stated that the DASB’s repertoire was saturated 

with bourgeois pieces, and that “only one-third of the repertoire was devoted to 

proletarian songs.”17 Nevertheless, during the Festival of the Red Song in 1931 (the 

DASB’s largest event), a concert featuring modern revolutionary composers, including 

Eisler, served as the dramatic culmination of the festivities.18 

Despite the slowly growing politicization of the SPD’s cultural enthusiasts, the 

relationship between the party’s politicians and the artists remained difficult. By the 

1930s, in order to promote party loyalty among the workers, some local chapters of the 

SPD began employing agitational groups that combined theater and singing. Even so, the 

growing role of politics in the artistic lives of socialist activists did not mean that the 

performances always reflected the SPD’s agenda. Regional variations in the 

performances of the SPD’s cultural troupes are evident in the published research of 

historian Donna Harsch. Using the Munich chapter of SPD as an example, Harsch 

demonstrated that instead of focusing on general issues, such as the threats from the 

                                                   

17 R. Faber, “Rabochii hory v Germanii” [Workers’ choirs in Germany], Muzyka i revolutsiia 2 (1928), 16. 
18 Bodek, Proletarian Performance in Weimar Berlin: Agitprop, Chorus, and Brecht (Columbia: Camden 
House, Inc. 1997), 50-51.  
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existing Weimar government, local SPD theater groups portrayed internal party 

difficulties, such as the problematic lifestyles of SPD leaders and the increased 

bureaucratization of the party.19 The desire for autonomy was also evident in the actions 

of the KPD’s agitprop theater groups. To ensure control over its artistic apparatus, the 

KPD established the ATBD (Arbeiter Theaterbund Deutschlands), which was supposed 

to regulate the activities of the troupes by close monitoring of their repertoire.20 However, 

instead of presenting the general ideas of the Communist party, the troupes often took 

liberties, selecting repertoire that was relevant to their current experiences. The KPD 

attempted to solve the problem by providing workers with classes on issues like Marxism 

and the capitalist economy, but the troupes continued to base their sketches on local 

stories from factories, welfare offices, and the streets.21  

Comparing the Proletkult’s relationship with the Soviet communist party to the 

struggles of German socialist and communist artistic groups for cultural autonomy does 

not imply that the issues faced by activists in both countries were the same. Yet, it is clear 

that in both countries the relationships between the socialist/communist political 

apparatus and the associated cultural movements were complicated. While Proletkult 

fought for its independence from the government, the theatrical groups of the KPD and 

                                                   

19 Donna Harsch, “Codes of Comradeship: Class, Leadership, and Tradition in Munich Social Democracy,” 

Central European History 3, no. 4 (1998): 387-388.  
20 Richard Bodek, “The Not-So-Golden Twenties: Everyday Life and Communist Agitprop in Weimar-Era 

Berlin”, Journal of Social History 30, no. 1 (Autumn, 1996): 68.  
21 Ibid.   
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the SPD fought for the right to address the issues important to them, even if the party’s 

leadership considered those issues to be relatively insignificant. Although the DASB’s 

existence was not threatened by the SPD, the singing league had to reevaluate its place 

within the SPD’s political narrative by altering its repertoire. 

 

 

2.2 Evaluating the Heritage of the Past 

 

We establish ourselves on the foundation of the 

entirety of the culture made by mankind. We must 

critically use all it possesses of value. We can do 

this by critically evaluating and reprocessing it for 

our purposes. Yet, this culture is necessary only to 

the extent that by using its valuable elements we 

can create a proletarian, socialist musical culture.22  

—Paul Weiss 

 

2.2.1 The Bourgeois Music Heritage  

The issue of how to approach their pre-revolutionary musical heritage was one of the 

most discussed points among Proletkult’s activists. Recent American and Russian 

scholarly publications, including books by Lynn Mally and Aleksandr Karpov, 

acknowledge that, for the most part, Proletkult members viewed the pre-existing culture, 

                                                   

22 Мы основываемся на всей культуре, созданной до сих пор человечеством, мы должны критически 

использовать все, что есть в ней ценного. Мы можем сделать это только в том случае, если мы 

будем критически рассматривать ее и перерабатывать для наших целей. Но она нужна нам для того, 

чтобы, использовав ее ценные элементы, создать пролетарскую, социалистическую музыкальную 
культуру. Weiss, “Za edinyi front vsekh proletarskikh i revolutsionnykh kompozitorov!,” 127.  



 

 

68 

including music, as important to the education of workers and peasants and crucial in the 

development of a new culture. The question was not whether one should destroy the 

bourgeois sheet music and instruments or prohibit the singing of folk songs, but rather 

how to reexamine the pre-existing culture, create a new understanding of it, and, more 

importantly, find the proper ways to use it as a foundation for the new socio-politically 

appropriate art. In his article O hudozhestvennom nasledstve (On Art Heritage), 

Bogdanov expressed the views that were shared by most Proletkult activists, including 

those in Germany: 

In the realm of the arts, two grandiose tasks stand before the working class. The 

first is a self-sufficient art: realizing oneself and the world in lively images and 

organizing one’s spiritual and mental energy in artistic form. The second is 

reception of heritage: taking over the wealth of art, which was created by the past, 

and making their own what is great and beautiful in it, but not submitting to the 

bourgeois and feudal spirit reflected in it … The working class must find, 

develop, and utilize a paradigm of all past culture, making it like that of a free 

thinker in relation to the world of religion. Then it will be possible to take over 

that culture without submitting to it, in order to make the past culture a building 

block of a new life and a weapon of struggle against the old society itself.23  

 

                                                   

23Две грандиозные задачи стоят перед рабочим классом в сфере искусства. Первая — 

самостоятельное творчество: сознать себя и мир в стройных живых образах, организовать свои 

духовные силы в художественной форме. Вторая — получение наследства: овладеть сокровищами 

искусства, которые созданы прошлым, сделать своим все великое и прекрасное в них, не 

подчиняясь отразившемуся в них духу буржуазного и феодального общества.... Рабочему классу 

необходимо найти, выработать и провести до конца точку зрения, высшую по отношению ко всей 

культуре прошлого, как точка зрения свободного мыслителя по отношению к миру религий. Тогда 

станет возможно овладеть этой культурой, не подчиняясь ей, — сделать ее орудием строительства 

новой жизни и оружием борьбы против самого же старого общества.Aleksandr Bogdanov, “O 

hudoghestvennom nasledii” [On art heritage], in Voprosy sotsializma [Questions of socialism] (Moscow: 
Politizdat, 1990), 426, 428.   
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Klara Zetkin, a co-founder of the KPD, made a point similar to Bogdanov’s when 

she represented the proletariat as heir to the art of the past. Zetkin wrote that it is obvious 

that, “in art, as in the social world, the Renaissance cannot appear out of nothing. Its roots 

are in the past; it is connected with what already exists.”24 Although Zetkin was quick to 

note that modern bourgeois art cannot be considered as a model for proletarian art, she 

claimed that in its artistic quest, the proletariat “will turn to the past, bypassing the 

present.”25 The same attitude toward the works of the past was prominent on the pages of 

Die Rote Fahne, whose contributors claimed that destroying the material heritage of the 

bourgeois culture would be, in reality, a bourgeois action, and nothing short of 

vandalism.26 The paper opposed what it called, instead, “artistic anarchism” and called 

for evaluation and criticism of bourgeois art.27 On the surface, it seems that the Germans 

and Soviets were faced with precisely the same challenge when it came to grappling with 

the pre-existing culture. However, the two countries approached the same goal from 

entirely different historical backgrounds.  

                                                   

24 Разумеется, в искусстве, так же как и в социальном мире, Ренессанс не может возникнуть из 

ничего. Его корни — в прошлом, он связан с тем, что уже существует. Klara Zetkin, “Iskusstvo i 

proletariat” [Art and proletariat], in Iskusstvo, ideologiia, estetika [Art, ideology, aesthetics] (Moscow: 

Iskusstvo, 1982), 80. 
25 Ibid., 81 
26 A.Th., “Das Proletariat und die Kunst. Politische Bemerkungen,” in Die Rote Fahne: Kritik, Theorie, 

Feuilleton, 1918-1933, ed. Manfred Brauneck (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973), 74-75.  
27 G.G.L., “Zur Frager der Kritik bürgerlicher Kunst,” in Die Rote Fahne: Kritik, Theorie, Feuilleton, 1918-
1933, ed. Manfred Brauneck (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1973), 109-110.  
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Unlike Germany, which had a rich classical musical heritage, Russia’s classical 

music tradition was relatively young at the time of the Revolution. Glinka and 

Tchaikovsky, two of Russia’s most notable composers, had died just 150 and 30 years, 

respectively, before the Revolution began. Thus, the early Soviet composers did not feel 

the same weight of tradition as their counterparts in Germany felt. Nikolai Roslavets, one 

of Soviet Proletkult’s more famous composers and a member of ASM, claimed that, by 

the beginning of the October Revolution, Russian music had established only the 

foundation for “Russian musical culture,” and this foundation was “in need of further 

strengthening.”28 Here, Roslavets alluded to one of the most difficult issues faced by the 

early Soviet composers—the question of Russian musical identity. The need to define 

Russian music had, of course, existed before the Revolution. By the second half of the 

nineteenth century, that several facets of Russian classical music were developing 

simultaneously and in relationship to one another, two of the most notable being the 

Europeanization of music education, concert practice and genres, on the one hand, and 

the promotion of native musical expressions, on the other. Beginning with Glinka, the 

musical negotiation between the European traditions and native Russian heritage was 

articulated in the activities of composers of Moguchaia kuchka (the Mighty Five, active 

between the late 1850s and 1870), as well as Tchaikovsky, Sergei Taneev (1856-1915), 

                                                   

28 Nikolai Roslavets, “Sem’ let Oktiabria v muzyke” [Seven years of October in music], Muzykal’naia 
kul’tura 4, 1924: 180.  
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and Alexander Glazunov (1865-1936), among others. The nineteenth-century Russian 

composers had many accomplishments to their credit, but Roslavets, of course, 

recognized the relative youth of Russian classical music tradition. 

The German composers writing for the workers’ movement, however, had to 

contest with a centuries-long history of classical tradition. The heavy weight of tradition 

helps explain the repertoire chosen by the DASB, the oldest German workers’ music 

organization. As stated earlier, the socialists emphasized the classics of German music, 

particularly the choral compositions of J.S. Bach, Beethoven, Mozart, and Brahms. The 

SPD’s cultural theorists argued that the proletariat needed to redefine the bourgeois 

musical heritage and claim parts of it as its own.29 For example, Heinrich Wiegand 

asserted that Beethoven, despite having said, “I do not write for the masses,” was a 

composer appropriate for the proletariat, because he “wrote for the future”—thus, he 

wrote for the new proletarian class.30 The Soviet proletarian activists who admired the 

fact that Beethoven had lived during a revolutionary period, and claimed that the 

revolutionary spirit was reflected in his music, also shared this love for the composer.31 

                                                   

29 Bodek, Proletarian Performance in Weimar Berlin, 42.  
30 Und wenn er [Beethoven. Y.L/] ein  andermal in Verbitterung äußert: “Ich schreibe nicht für die Masse,” 

so galt das für damals und bedeutet: Ich schreibe für die Zukunft, mit dem Ziel, einmal sollen alle die 

Besten sein. Wiegand, 97.  
31 Lebedinsky, 8 let bor’by za proletarskuiu muzyku [8 years of struggle for the proletarian music: 1923-

1931] (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1931), 73; Edmunds, The Soviet Proletarian 
Music Movement (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2002), 303.  
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No one, however, was better equipped to deal with the dilemma of bourgeois heritage 

than Hanns Eisler. 

Hanns Eisler (1898-1962) was raised in Vienna and was introduced to Marxist 

ideas at an early age due to the influence of his father, Austrian philosopher and socialist 

sympathizer Rudolf Eisler (1873-1926). Socialist thought was combined with a love for 

music in Eisler’s home. Despite the economic struggles of the family, young Hanns 

learned piano, cello, and clarinet, and sung in the school’s choir. The Eisler children were 

politically active from an early age. At the outbreak of World War I, Hanns, together with 

his brother Gerhart (1897-1968), was part of a youth circle that published anti-war 

materials. As a result of the circle’s activities, the Eisler’s family home was searched by 

the police, and the entire family was labeled as “politically suspicions” (politisch 

verdächtig). Hanns Eisler was drafted in 1916 and was forced to serve in a Hungarian 

regiment. This measure was taken in order to remove the potential for him to participate 

in political agitation.32 After Eisler’s return to Vienna in 1918, he firmly decided to 

become a composer and began his studies with Arnold Schoenberg in 1919. Through his 

study with Schoenberg, Eisler gained an extensive knowledge of the German classical 

repertoire. In a conversation with DDR musicologist Nathan Notowicz, Eisler credited 

                                                   

32 Izrail’ Nest’ev, Gans Eisler i ego pesennoe tvorchestvo [Hanns Eisler and his vocal works] (Moscow: 
Izdatel’stvo Akademii nauk SSSR, 1962), 10-11.  
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Schoenberg for “engraving the right understanding of classical music traditions.” He 

continued: 

The way Schoenberg analyzed Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms became for 

me a gateway to a new world. Above all, I admired Schoenberg’s deep 

understanding of these traditions. He knew them better than anyone else in the 

world... Suddenly, I began understanding music very differently.33 

 

Yet, despite Eisler’s enormous respect for his teacher, Eisler no doubt differed from 

Schoenberg about which conclusions could be drawn from the musical heritage and about 

the future of music. Both men undoubtedly believed in Schoenberg’s assessment that “no 

new technique in the arts is created that has not had its roots in the past.”34 Like 

Schoenberg, Eisler protested the conditions of modern music. However, unlike 

Schoenberg, Eisler objected to the social structure of the early twentieth century society 

and believed that music was an expression of artists’ social responsibility. Eisler claimed 

that Schoenberg’s historical task was elimination of “bourgeois lies” and “showy colored 

scores” in music, yet, “on all questions regarding the social function of music, 

[Schoenberg] held to petit-bourgeois positions.”35 It is important to note that while Eisler 

claimed that Schoenberg engaged in a denial of “art for the people,” the truth of this 

                                                   

33 …so war die Auffassung Schönbergs, seine Analysen von Bach oder Mozart oder Beethoven oder 

Brahms, eine ganz neue Welt für mich. Vor allem bewunderte ich erstens den echt musikalischen Tiefsinn, 

den Schönberg der Tradition, die er besser kannte wie jemand anderer in der Welt… das bewunderte ich 

am meisten. Plötzlich fing ich an, wirklich Musik ganz anders zu verstehen. Nathan Notowicz, Wir reden 

hier nicht von Napoleon. Wir reden von Ihnen! Gespräche mit Hanns Eisler und Gerhart Eisler (Berlin: 

Verlag Neue Musik, 1971). 45-46.  
34 Arnold Schoenberg, “A Self Analysis,” in Style and Idea: Selected Writings of Arnold Schoenberg, trans. 

Leo Black, ed. Leonard Stein (London: St. Martin’s Press, 1974), 76.  
35 Eisler in Notowicz, Wir reden hier nicht von Napoleon. Wir reden von Ihnen! Gespräche mit Hanns 
Eisler und Gerhart Eisler, 42.  
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assessment has been called into question in the scholarship of Joseph Auner, who 

proposed that Schoenberg’s Six Pieces for Male Chorus, Op. 35, “suggest a more 

complex and ambivalent relationship” with the composer’s social reality.36 Nevertheless, 

from Eisler’s perspective, Schoenberg misinterpreted the historical direction of music. 

The classical heritage was a necessary foundation, for Eisler, not only for the 

establishment of new forms of music, but, most importantly, to give music a new 

function—a direct expression of social struggle.  

 

2.2.2 The Case of Folk Music 

Classical music, of course, was only one part of the musical past; the other major 

component was folk music. Its value was not immediately clear. Was it a vital tool for the 

creation of easily-remembered new music? Was it a symbol of the dark pre-Marxist, pre-

revolutionary past? Or was it a necessary, if unwanted, temporary tool for creation of 

popular, ideology-friendly music? These were some of the questions that had to be 

answered by composers in both countries, and the way they were answered had a direct 

impact on the production of mass songs. Folk music presented two major problems for 

proletarian composers. First, it was a reminder of pre-socialist times, often suggesting a 

romanticized version of that past. Second, and more alarming for mass music activists,  

                                                   

36 See Joseph Auner, “Schoenberg and His Public in 1930: The Six Pieces for Male Chorus, Op. 35,” in 
Schoenberg and His World, ed. Walter Frisch (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 85-125.  
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folk music generally represented a specific region or nationality, and not the population 

as a whole. As the working class was turning for entertainment to city song genres—such 

as “gypsy” romances and modern dances, including tango and foxtrot—folk songs were 

the music of peasants. In the Soviet Union, the members of RAPM, and particularly its 

leader Lebedinsky, represented folk music as an unwanted reminder of the past. 

Composers who used folk motifs in their mass songs were accused of political 

backwardness and a lack of originality. 37 Such was the case even with successful 

composers, including Dmitri Vasil’ev-Buglai, whose songs became genuinely popular, 

and may have done so precisely because of their folk qualities. RAPM’s position 

regarding folk music contributed to the breakup within the organization and the 

establishment of ORK (Organization of the Revolutionary Composers) in1924. The 

newly formed ORK’s official attitudes toward folk music remained ambiguous, but their 

positions were generally more favorable than the RAPM’s had been. While recognizing 

folk songs as “valuable artfully and socially,” ORK supporter Robert Pel’she claimed that 

folk music could no longer satisfy the newly-industrialized masses.38 Despite the broader 

ideological dispute between them, both organizations endorsed the music of Modest 

Mussorgsky as a model for new music, because of the composer’s ability to evoke 

images of common events in music.39 The fact that organizations like RAPM and ORK 

                                                   

37 Lebedinsky, 8 let bor’by za proletarskuyu muzyku, 12.  
38 Robert Pel’she, “Muzyka i massy” [Music and the masses], Muzyka i revolutsiia 11, 1928: 7.  
39 Nelson, Music for the Revolution: Musicians and Power in Early Soviet Russia (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), 32.  
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would call for the dismissal of reliance on folkloric elements in music and simultaneously 

point to Mussorgsky as an example of appropriate new music was paradoxical. The 

nineteenth-century romantic composer evoked his much-admired “realistic images” by 

echoing Russian folk music, the very music that, by the RAPM’s standards, was the 

music of backward peasantry.  

It is more difficult to make generalizations about the attitudes toward folk music 

among German socialists and communists. On the one hand, the DASB choruses 

included folk tunes in their repertoire, and the popularity of folk music was evident in the 

DASB’s song collections. The most significant collections were those edited by Alfred 

Guttman, who, in 1926, included for publication not only native but also foreign folk 

tunes.40 On the other hand, despite the inclusion of folk songs in the DASB’s 

performances, folk music’s role in the proletarian struggle remained a contentious topic 

within the socialist movement. The debate crystallized in the writings of Eisler, who 

worked with several DASB choirs and the communist agitprop group the Red 

Megaphone. The composer advocated for the use of folk music as a “teaching repertoire” 

for workers’ choirs.41 This did not mean, however, that folk tunes were an answer to the 

lack of appropriate repertoire for DASB and communist agitation. Rather, use of the 

                                                   

40 Alfred Guttman, ed., Gemischte Chӧre ohne Begleitung: Partitur (Berlin: Deutscher Arbeiter 

Sängerbund, 1926). The collection includes folk tunes from England, Finland, Italy, Russia, and other 

European countries.  
41 Hanns Eisler, “O proletarskoi muzyke v Germanii” [On proletarian music in Germany], Proletarskii 
muzykant 9, 1931: 35.  
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genre was viewed as a stopgap measure. It is important to point out that both German and 

Soviet activists generally condemned the practice of setting new works to the pre-existing 

folk melodies. There was a clear difference between intellectual reevaluation of the 

culture of the past and physical reworking of pre-existing music. In practice, however, 

composers did not shy away from incorporating folk styles and tunes in their mass song 

compositions. As demonstrated in the next chapter, folk music was one of the primary 

raw materials utilized in the creation of genuinely popular mass songs. However, the 

extent to which folk borrowings were appropriate was never consistently defined.  

 

2.3 Confronting the Present  

 

             I don’t believe in free art ...42 

—Hanns Eisler 

 

One who is not able to work among the 

masses is not a proletarian composer.43 

—Lev Lebedinsky 

 

 

Evaluating musical heritage was, in many respects, a theoretical issue, but actually 

persuading workers to reject popular musical entertainment was a practical issue of 

                                                   

42 Ich glaube nicht an eine freie Kunst…Eisler in Notowicz, Wir reden hier nicht von Napoleon. Wir reden 

von Ihnen! Gespräche mit Hanns Eisler und Gerhart Eisler (Berlin: Verlag Neue Musik, 197), 58.  
43 Кто не умеет работать в массах, тот –не пролетарский музыкант. Lev Lebedinsky, Novyi etap bor’by 

na muzykal’nom fronte [New battle stage on the musical front] (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe 
izdatel’stvo, 1931), 16.  
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considerable urgency. The socialist/communist music organizations in both countries 

were concerned with reeducating the masses in order to eventually create a new socially- 

and politically-homogenous class. That popular musical genres presented a real threat in 

both countries was evident in the number of publications devoted to the subject. The 

German communists were particular concerned with the music in the proletarian districts’ 

beer halls. Weiss complained that on every street of Berlin’s workers’ district there were 

two to three pubs, providing entertainment in the form of foxtrots, jazz, and other popular 

“light” genres. Weiss’s particular concern was that the proletariat gladly participated in 

these musical activities, which meant, according to Weiss, that “the level of class 

consciousness” was extremely low among working class individuals.44 The direct 

correlation between proletarian political consciousness and proletarian musical 

preferences was a common theme of discussion among Soviet activists as well. 

RAPM members, in particular, espoused the view that light genres were 

poisonous to the proletariat. RAPM’s most prominent fighter against popular music was 

musicologist Nadeghda Briusova, who, together with Lebedinsky, published several 

articles and booklets criticizing popular tunes, particularly those with a “gypsy,” or 

romantic, feeling. Briusova’s criticism was not directed at the texts as much as it was at 

the notes. Briusova, like most RAPM activists, believed that “musical language is 

                                                   

44 Paul Weiss, “Der Klassenkampf an der musikalischen Front in Deutschland,” published as “Muzyka i 

klassovaia bor’ba v sovremennoi Germanii” [Music and the class battle in modern Germany], trans. D. 
Usov, Proletrskii muzykant 7, 1930: 12.   
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extremely persuasive,” and that music is therefore the ultimate tool for “profound 

reeducation and agitation.”45 Instead of encouraging a collective spirit, the music of light 

genres, claimed Briusova, transmitted an “unhealthy sensuality.”46 That RAPM’s 

criticism of popular tunes targeted the music and not just the lyrics demonstrated that 

proletarian cultural enthusiasts believed music to be capable of causing a complete 

transformation of individuals. For communists, in particular, merely singing the right 

texts was not enough. The communists criticized the socialist DASB on this very point. 

While the DASB expressed a similar goal of proletarian reeducation, the communists 

deemed their methods inadequate. According to Weiss:  

The DASB is a petit-bourgeois form of organization, which was merely exploited 

by the working class. They thought they could fill this form with political 

substance. They succeeded only to a certain extent … the texts of these songs 

cannot be a genuine expression of the proletariat’s class consciousness; under the 

pressure of bourgeois musical culture, their [the DASB’s, Y.L.] music became the 

bourgeoisie’s replica.47  

 

The Soviet and German communists desired a complete change in the 

proletariat’s cultural preferences, insisting that only the right text and the right music 

together could bring complete artistic satisfaction, while other musical expression would 

                                                   

45 Nadeghda Briusova, Protiv nepmonskoi muzyki: tsyganshchiny, fokstrota i t.d. [Against NEP’s music: 

gypsy, foxtrot, etc.] (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1930), 15.  
46 Ibid.   
47 Хоровое объединение же и певческий союз представляют собою мелко-буржуазную 

организационную форму, которой лишь воспользовались рабочие. Они хотели наполнить эту 

форму, политическим содержанием; это удалось им лишь до известной степени...самые тексты их 

песен не являются подлинным выражением классового сознания пролетариата; под давлением 

буржуазной музыкальной культуры их музыка неизбежно должна была стать простым ее слепком. 
Weiss, “Der Klassenkampf an der musikalischen Front in Deutschland,” 17. 
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provoke sincere aversion. In the Soviet Union, as in Germany, the desire for internal 

reeducation of the proletariat was shared across music organizations, even by the 

RAPM’s worst enemy—the ASM. Interestingly, the ASM criticized the same qualities in 

proletarian mass songs as the RAPM criticized in the light genre songs. Sabaneev 

claimed that many mass songs (with correct Marxist texts) have a “semi-dance” feel, and 

do not refine the musical tastes of the masses.48 In fact, Sabaneev claimed on the pages of 

AMS’ journal that “the goal of modern times was to raise the future sound consciousness 

and to prepare proper material for this consciousness.49 The idea was to create a new 

proletarian class, which Sabaneev called the “avant-garde proletariat.” The parallels 

between Sabaneev’s views and those expressed by Weiss about the songs of DASB are 

striking. Weiss’s critique of the practice of setting revolutionary texts to the pre-existing 

bourgeois melodies was published on the pages of the RAPM’s main journal, Proletarkii 

muzykant. Still, ASM criticized the fact that many Soviet proletarian composers who did 

not shy away from popular and bourgeois influences were doing exactly what Weiss 

urged against. As demonstrated in the next chapter, the escape from both past and present 

musical realities was difficult to do.  

 The strategy of most socialist/communist theorists was to indicate what 

proletarian music should not be, rather than to offer practical solutions to the problems 

                                                   

48 Sabaneev, Muzyka posle Oktiabria, 30-31.  
49 Sabaneev, “Sovremennaia muzyka” [Modern music], Muzykal’naia kul’tura 1, 1924: 14.   
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the music presented. Nevertheless, a few publications did present some pragmatic, if not 

specific, proposals for a new art. The first solution dealt with the most practical issue—

lack of quality composers on the workers’ music front. In a feature article of RAPM’s 

Muzykal’naia nov’ (Musical Innovation), Soviet activists urged their German colleagues 

not to repeat the mistakes of the Russian experience and, instead, involve “German music 

intelligentsia”50 in creating music for the proletariat. Writing on behalf of Soviet 

composers, David Chernomordikov (1869-1979) exclaimed: “History has condemned us 

and proved the correctness of the proletariat. Do not repeat our mistakes. Close your 

ranks around the working class and its only protector—the Communist party.”51 This 

reflected the cultural enthusiasts’ desperate desire to involve composers who might have 

initially distrusted Marxist ideals, but had later realized that working with the 

communist/socialist organizations could be their only chance to get their works published 

and distributed. Chernomordikov’s use of the term “intelligentsia” indicated that the 

organization sought composers who were highly educated and possessed musical 

expertise, and that the organization was willing to overlook the presumed political 

instability of those composers.  

                                                   

50 It is important to point out that the term “intelligentsia” is difficult to define, but in its social connotation 

the term generally refers to people of intellectual labor, as opposed to manual laborers. In addition, the idea 

of intelligentsia signifies an ethical consciousness, which embraces a certain idealism, integrity, and 

political awareness. 
51 История осудила нас и доказала правоту пролетариата. Не повторите нашей ошибки Сомкните 

cвои ряды вокруг рабочего класса, единственной его защитницы –Коммунистической партии. David 
Chernomordikov, “Ne povtorite oshibki!” [Do not repeat our mistakes!], Muzykal’naia nov’ 2 (1923): 9.  
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Other practical proposals dealt with songs themselves. The ORK activists were 

famous for an enormous output of mass songs. The organization argued that songs could 

be defined as “mass” only if they “without special effort become the property of the 

masses and are constantly reproduced in their daily lives.”52 Thus, according to ORK, the 

character of a mass song must first include a clear, simple melody “without difficult 

vocal turns.” Second, the songs had to be based on simple rhythmic patterns, and, more 

importantly, incorporate texts easily understood by the masses. Finally, the mood of the 

songs had to be clear and apparent, whether it be happiness, grief, humor or heroism. 

This clarity was supposed to be accomplished by the use of the “modes” familiar to the 

general population—i.e., elements of folk music.53 That is not to say that the ORK 

members were advocating for direct borrowing of familiar folk melodies. Instead, they 

believed that in order for new mass songs become truly popular, they had to latch on, in 

part, to something in the past. Eisler had a similarly nuanced view of folk elements in 

new compositions. As noted earlier, Eisler had spoken against the adaptation of pre-

existing melodies to new texts. However, he praised the supposed easiness of his own 

mass songs, characterizing his work as “lacking an artificial folk color,” and as 

“intelligible and simple.”54 

                                                   

52 Shul’gin,18. 
53 Shul’gin,19. 
54 Eisler, “O proletarskoi muzyke v Germanii,” 38.  
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RAPM members did not perceive a need for overall folk-like simplicity in mass 

songs. Their music was often accused of being too difficult, and even strange. The 

organization argued that only through education and practice could good proletarian 

music be created and learned. This point of view, of course, contradicted the ORK’s 

characterization of mass songs as easily-learned tunes. The RAPM, in a front-page article 

in the fifth issue of the 1929 Proletarskii muzykant, blamed laziness, lack of political 

education, and general lack of supervision of choirs around the country for 

misunderstandings of their “strange and uncomfortable” music.55 The RAPM believed 

that their compositions could be integrated and become generally popular through 

targeted propaganda. It is important to note that the RAPM’s publication rarely provided 

examples of what they considered to be the “right” mass songs. It is clear, however, that 

they did not generally approve of songs that drew heavily from folk music. Interestingly, 

the compositions of Eisler were respected by both the ORK and RAPM; both 

organizations published favorable interviews with the composer and reviews of his works 

in their respected journals. It appears that Eisler was simultaneously a model of the direct 

and simple for the ORK, and the new and complex for the RAPM.  

Whatever the new music was supposed to look and sound like, its primary 

purpose was to help create a new type of people: an educated, socially-aware proletarian 

class, which was to be indifferent to the modern-day temptations of urban songs. This 

                                                   

55 “Proletarskuiu muzyku v massy,” Proletarski’ muzykant 5 (1929): 2.  
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vision was based on the Marxian idea that feelings of persons who are socially aware are 

different from the feelings of those who are not.56 Thus mass singing played an enormous 

role in fostering social awareness and developing the type of character that would reject 

“inappropriate” influences. The idea that a new class of proletariat could be fashioned 

had existed from the start of the Soviet state. The Proletkult enthusiasts spoke of 

“proletarian intelligentsia,” which they described as creators of culture in the new 

socialist society.57 This concept must have been difficult to define, because it inherently 

implied a creation of an elite class—a proletarian form of the bourgeoisie. This explains 

why later activists, such as those of the RAPM and the German communist party, spoke 

of the desired new class more generally. The ideal proletariat was imagined as both the 

creator and the receiver of the revolutionary music. Thus, traditional entertainment was 

unsatisfactory for this idealized class. In his interview to Proletarskii muzykant, Eisler 

stated his opposition to the concert tradition of the bourgeoisie. The concert, stated Eisler, 

must become a rally, the goal of which is not a “passive enjoyment of music, but active 

mass singing, imbued with fighting political substance.”58 The music organizations had to 

re-imagine the role of composers and performers, so that they might, at the earliest stages 

of the communist development, transform the masses into this new active proletariat.  

                                                   

56 Karl Marx and Frederich Engels, Ob iskusstve [On art], Vol. 1, ed. Mikhail Lifshits (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 

1976), 129.  
57 Karpov, 43.  
58 Hanns Eisler, “O proletarskoi muzyki v Germanii,” 35-36.  
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Urged to help develop a new class, the proletarian composers were asked to 

balance the need for socially-appropriate art with personal artistic freedom. In general, 

Lunacharsky recognized the need for creative freedom. In 1923, he supported the 

establishment of ASM, which, compared to other organizations, was the most eclectic 

composers’ group, espousing a liberal interpretation of music’s role in the socialist 

society. ASM famously claimed that music is not ideology, does not “express ideas or 

represent logical structures, and exists in its own world of sound.”59 This statement, 

articulated by Sabaneev in the very first issue of ASM’s journal Muzykal’naia kul’tura 

(Musical Culture), also recognized the possibility of multiple types of revolutionary 

music. Yet, this did not mean that the ASM thought of composition as free from social 

responsibility. The same publication that claimed that music lacked ideology also 

asserted that music had a profound power to shape human emotional experiences. 

Sabaneev defined music as an “an organization of psyche by means of sound.” Thus, he 

claimed that “the method of [music] organization changes, depending on what kind of 

psyche needs to be organized, in which direction, and when.” 60 Sabaneev’s statements 

may seem to contradict each other until viewed in the context of inter-organizational 

debate. Sabaneev argued for the ASM against direct agitation in music, referring 

specifically to the mass songs with obvious political texts propagated by the RAPM and 

                                                   

59 Sabaneev, “Sovremennaia muzyka,” 9. 
60 Метод организации меняется от того, какую именно психику надо организовать, в каком 
направлении и когда. Ibid. 
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ORK. Music in these songs, according to Sabaneev, played a secondary role, and as a 

result this type of song could not be considered a progressive form of art. While it did 

agitate, it did not aid the development of the musical tastes of the masses.61 Real 

revolutionary music, according to Sabaneev and ASM composers like Roslavets and 

Avraamov, could only result from technological progress, both in the physical production 

of music and in new methods of composition.  

Despite their disagreements over what kind of music composers had to create, the 

organizations all embraced the idea of a socially-aware artist. This concept of unity 

between art and daily life was best formulated by Mikhail Bakhtin. In his essay Iskusstvo 

i otvetstvennost’ (Art and responsibility), published in 1919, Bakhtin claimed that “art 

and life must be united.”62 The only way such unity can be accomplished is through 

personal artistic responsibility, in which art is accountable to life, and vice-versa.63 

Arguing against art for art’s sake, Bakhtin also addressed the issue of artistic inspiration: 

“Inspiration that ignores life, and is itself ignored by life, is not inspiration but a state of 

possession.”64 This inspiration unified with life was exactly the type of inspiration that 

cultural enthusiasts in both countries pushed for. The right kind of inspiration was 

demanded from the creators of art, and also from the performers. As noted in Chapter 

                                                   

61 Sabaneev, Muzyka posle Oktiabria, 110. 
62 Mikhail Bakhtin, “Iskusstvo i otvetsvennost’” [Art and responsibility], in Estetika slovesnogo tvorchestva 

[Aesthetics of literary art] (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1979), 5. 
63 Ibid., 5-6. 
64 Вдохновенье, которое игнорирует жизнь и само игнорируется жизнью, не вдохновенье, а 
одержание. Ibid., 6.  
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One, Lebedinsky complained that it was difficult to find a proper proletarian 

performance. The performer, claimed RAPM, “is generally uncultured and 

conservative.”65 On the pages of Muzykal’naia nov’ the RAPM advertized a workshop 

for performers. A new performer, according to RAPM, “cannot be just an artist (in its 

most narrow definition), but must also be an agitator—the offspring of his class.”66 The 

task of such a performer was not merely making pleasant sounds, but possessing a clear 

understanding of the conveyed message and “the types of feelings the audience needs at 

this given moment.”67  

The demand for the right kind of inspiration resulted in the growing intervention 

of censorship committees in the creative process of composers. Even composers who 

whole-heartedly supported Bakhtin’s view in theory, had trouble negotiating between 

personal artistic ideas and the ambiguous collective in practice. This was particularly 

problematic in the USSR, where the censorship committee of the State Publishing House, 

or Gosizdat (Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo), by the early 1930s, became increasingly 

involved in musical matters. Even a composer as respected and well-regarded as Eisler 

faced problems publishing his compositions in the USSR. Among Eisler’s writings, we 

find a curious letter, dated July 1931 and written by the composer, which probably 

remained private and was never seen by its addressee. The letter was a complaint 

                                                   

65 “Proletarskuiu muzyku v massy”, 2. 
66“Agitazionnaia ispolnitel’skaia sektsyia [Subdivision of agitational performance], Muzykal’naia nov’ 4 

(1924): 25.  
67 Ibid.  
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regarding his attempts to publish one of his most famous mass songs—Der Rote Wedding 

(analyzed in detail in Chapter Three)—in the Soviet Union. From the letter, it is evident 

that Eisler’s manuscript was returned to him with a note asking him to alter the score of 

his work or be denied publication.68 Eisler protested, arguing that suggested changes did 

not have any point, because they had no effect on the “fundamental character” of his 

composition. As a good communist, Eisler, in his letter, acknowledged the need for 

outside criticism, but he insisted that the criticism must be leveled by the working 

masses, not by a small group from Gosizdat.69 Eisler, referring to the inability to publish 

his works at home, concluded his letter by stating that working with Gosizdat is, 

unfortunately, necessary, due to the pressure of fascist censorship in Germany,.70 Even in 

the first socialist state, in a country that supposedly embraced him, Eisler could not 

escape musical restrictions. This incident demonstrates once again the gap between the 

theory of “art for the people” and its practical realizations. This gap did not appear as a 

result of the Stalinist 1932 “socialist realism” doctrine, but had existed from the very 

beginning of the socialist/communist movement in Germany and Russia—from the very 

first time Marxist cultural theorists attempted to define and regulate the role of arts in the 

revolutionary movement. 

 

                                                   

68 Hanns Eisler, “Erklärung für den Gozizdat-Muzsektor,” in Musik und Politik, Schriften, 1924-1928,116.  
69 Eisler, “Erklärung für den Gozizdat-Muzsektor,” 116.  
70 Ibid. 
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2.4 The Old, the New, and the Rate of Cultural Change 

The abundance of music organizations that were active among German and Soviet 

socialists and communists was a proof of the extremely dynamic cultural change 

experienced in both countries during the interwar period. Everything from the classical 

and folk music heritage to the newest musical entertainment was subject to renewed 

examination in light of the varied interpretations of Marxist ideals. By evaluating both the 

past and the present, proletarian activists hoped to foster a new socially-responsible 

music, which would then facilitate the emergence of a politically-conscious class of 

people. Most of the music organizations in both countries valued mass songs as the 

primary genre of collective musical expression. It is astonishing the degree to which  

musical activists in both countries were concerned with similar issues and came to similar 

philosophical conclusions when considering the role of art in the revolutionary 

movement, given the differences in their socio-political situations and their diverse 

cultural histories. Furthermore, the music organizations in both countries found 

themselves in an interdependent relationship with each other. The Soviet existence of 

Proletkult and the concept of proletariat-targeted music had an impact not only on the 

German communists, but also on the socialists, who could no longer remain aloof to the 

changing dynamics of the proletarian music movement. In the midst of these changes 

stood Eisler, whose compositions were promoted and viewed by activists in both 

countries as examples of genuine music for the proletariat. The similarities in aspirations 

between the disparate groups also translated into shared difficulties with defining the 
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specific criteria for an ideal proletarian song. One of the ways to account for the variety 

in music organizations and ideas in the context of Soviet and German musical exchange 

is through the model of semiosphere, a concept described by Lotman in his book Vnutri 

mysliashchikh mirov (in English version titled, “Universe of the Mind”). The 

communication model discussed in Chapter One can be viewed as an individual 

experience in the context of a semiosphere—a large semiotic or cultural space, which is 

necessary for the existence and functioning of languages.71 

According to Lotman, a semiosphere is a necessary cultural space, outside of 

which no one could be born.72 This cultural space (semiosphere) does not necessarily 

limit itself to territorial boundaries, but it may be limited geographically, as it will be 

when applied here. Inside a given semiosphere there can be multiple other semiospheres, 

or cultural spaces.73 In the case of the musical exchanges between Soviet and German 

communists/socialists, there are two primary geographic semiotic spaces—the territorial 

worlds of the two nations. Yet, within each country, there are multiple distinct cultural 

spaces that come into contact with each other and which also attempt to cross the 

geographical borders. The various music organizations represent the different cultural 

spaces within each country, so the concept of semiospheres is characterized by 

                                                   

71 Yuri Lotman, “Vnutri mysliashchikh mirov” [Universe of the mind], in Semiosphera [Semiosphere], (St. 

Petersburg: Iskusstvo-SPB, 2000), 250. 
72 Ibid.  
73 Ibid., 253.  
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heterogeneity.74 These semiotic spaces are dynamic and not self-contained, which makes 

them constantly subject to change.75 What complicates this change process is the variety 

of languages that exist within each semiotic space. In the case of music organizations, 

“language” is a broad term that describes the attempts by cultural activists to create a 

certain kind of musical expression, or a musical language, which can adequately portray 

Marxists aspirations. Each organization had a different idea of what this language should 

be, but all of the organizations strove to find a common musical language—which 

Lotman called a koine76—that could be understood beyond geographical borders. The 

extensive musical borrowings in the emerging German and Soviet proletarian songs are 

the proof that proletarians in both geographical regions searched for a shared semiotic 

space. Thus, it is particularly important to explain the process by which the different 

cultural semiospheres interacted with each other on a small scale within each country, 

and on a larger scale between the two countries. In Lotman’s concept of semiosphere, 

change occurs at different rates; change can be gradual, and change can be explosive 

(vzryvnoi). The rate of change often depends on where that change occurs. The core of 

the semiosphere will change more slowly than will the periphery, because the outer 

reaches of a given semiosphere are more likely to overlap with other cultural spaces.77 

The figure below is a visual representation of interactions between various semiotic 

                                                   

74 Ibid., 251.  
75 Lotman., 253.  
76 Ibid., 267.  
77 Ibid., 266-267.  
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spaces. The graph is not intended to demonstrate the exact proportions of influence 

between the semiospheres, but it is instead, an abstract representation of Lotman’s ideas 

applied in the context of musical exchanges between the two countries. The dark circles 

represent the “core” of the various semiospheres and that the larger outline represents 

their general ideological and cultural reach. 

 

 

                                

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.1: Musical Exchanges between and within the Weimar Republic and the USSR 
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cultural matters were less regulated at the beginning of the Soviet State than they would 

be over time, the cultural changes that took place were just as drastic as the political and 

economic reforms. As a result of the Revolution, the traditional core of Russian culture—

folklore, church music, and the western-influenced bourgeois heritage—was aggressively 

challenged. Music with a direct political message, propagated by RAPM and ORK, 

which until the Revolution had been positioned at the periphery of Russian musical 

culture, began trying to invade the cultural “core” to establish itself as a universal musical 

expression. Furthermore, a new set of ideas, reinterpreting all existing music, was 

presented as the ideal foundation for cultural understanding. However, since proletarian 

activists themselves were descendants of the pre-revolutionary semiotic space, they were 

unable to escape its influence. Furthermore, the instability within the Soviet cultural 

space meant that its music organizations were more open to outside influences, 

particularly from the German communist party with its similar aspirations. Thus, as 

demonstrated in the above graph, a reciprocal cultural relationship between the two 

ideological partners had developed in the search for a new universal proletarian musical 

language or expression.  

The German semiosphere was also subject to explosive change. In the 1920s, the 

country found itself on the losing side of the war and in the hands of the unstable Weimar 

government. A fragile economic sphere meant instability in the social circles of the 

country. As the oldest workers’ music organization, the DASB had already established 

itself as the core of official proletarian musical expression by the early 1920s. Classical 
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and folk choruses were a significant part of the DASB repertoire. Yet, on the periphery of 

the DASB organization, especially after the Russian October Revolution, more radical 

ideas were generated and subsequently gained strength throughout the decade. The 

DASB’s repertoire was criticized by Eisler, as well as by other activists. As a result, not 

only did the communist agitprop brigades begin to compete with the DASB for the 

attention and involvement of the workers, but the DASB itself had to reevaluate its 

repertoire and make room for new proletarian songs.  

Lotman stated that the highest form of a semiotic system’s structural development 

is a stage of self-description. This is the stage when the rules and customs of a 

semiosphere are codified, and the common language is used to describe the system itself. 

Although self-description provides greater stability and structural organization, it also 

implies a loss of flexibility and of the ability to process new information within the 

semiotic space. 78 The goal of communist/socialist activists in both countries was to 

codify the genre of a mass song—the musical language of the proletariat. The proletarian 

composers initially undertook to do that by introducing new political texts. Lyrics exist at 

the periphery of a song, and are vulnerable to change without substantially influencing 

the song’s music reception. On the other hand, the introduction of new musical idioms, 

harmony, instrumentation, or new performance styles could potentially lead to the 

rejection of the new music, by audiences and performers alike, as something foreign and 
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unnatural. Despite the ideological drive to create new proletarian songs that were, at least 

theoretically, different from all pre-existing styles, the proletarian music organizations 

produced music that could hardly be characterized as musically original; proletarian 

composers often relied on their pre-existing musical heritage to create their new 

compositions. This reliance on older material does not mean, however, that these 

compositions are musically uninteresting. As the following chapters demonstrate, the 

activists’ attempts to codify the mass song genre, and the composers’ efforts to negotiate 

the various demands of their personal artistic desires, musical training, cultural heritage, 

and the context of group amateur performance resulted in a fascinating musical fabric. 

Furthermore, the songs they produced provide a sort of musical roadmap of the political 

negotiation between the communists and socialists of the two countries.
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3. On Proletarian Performance: Ernst Busch, Agitational 

Theater, and the Issue of Audience  

 

И песня и стих—это бомба и знамя,                                            

И голос певца подымает класс,   

И тот кто сегодня поёт не с нами,  

Тот—против нас.   

 

The song and the poem—are the bomb 

and the symbol 

And voice of the singer raises the class 

And who, today, does not sing with us, 

He—is against us.  

                 —Vladimir Mayakovsky, 1927 
 

 

The above excerpt from Mayakovsky’s poem “Gospodin narodnyi artist1” was addressed 

to one of Russia’s most famous opera singers, Feodor Chaliapin (1873-1938). Due to the 

Revolutionary upheavals, Chaliapin never came back to Russia after his 1922 

international tour, and lived in Paris until his death. Mayakovsky, as a faithful poet of the 

Soviet regime, portrayed Chaliapin in his poem as a betrayer of the working class, 

because the famous bass had donated money to a group of unemployed Russians in Paris. 

If you don’t sing with us, you “sing against us,” claimed the poet, portraying Chaliapin as 

the antithesis of an ideal proletarian performer. Later that year, Chaliapin’s title, 

“People’s Artist of the USSR,” was revoked; he, ironically, had been its first recipient in 

1918. In May of the following year, Eisler reflected on the famous bass in a short article 
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in Die Rote Fahne, complaining that not only were the tickets to see Chaliapin extremely 

costly, but the artist refused to perform for Berlin’s working class, and chose to spend his 

time among the bourgeoisie.2 Furthermore, Chaliapin’s lack of Marxist social 

responsibility prompted Eisler to applaud the decision by the Soviet government to take 

Chaliapin’s honorary title away. The controversy around Chaliapin demonstrated 

precisely what the proletarian enthusiasts wished for an artist to be—a servant of the 

working class, who could not only inspire with his/her artistic talent, but also set an 

example of desired behavior. 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, defining the ideal proletarian song 

proved to be a difficult task. Therefore, it is not surprising that when it came to the 

practical distribution of new music, the proletarian enthusiasts were faced with further 

challenges. What were the best ways to inspire a genuine love for new repertoire in the 

population? What types of musical performances would be the most effective in the 

political education of the masses, and what were the most efficient ways to incorporate 

these performances into the daily life of the proletariat? These were some of the most 

urgent questions faced by the proletarian activists in both countries. This chapter explores 

the struggles of Soviet and German proletarian performers to effectively carry the 

communist/socialist ideals, by musical means, to domestic and foreign audiences. While 

                                                   

2 Hanns Eisler, Schaljapin, Die Rote Fahne, no. 118 (May 1928). Reprinted in Musik und Politik, Schriften, 
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proletarian music organizations struggled to define, produce, and propagate new music, 

the performers were charged with the most challenging mission: to help the audience not 

only to enjoy the new music, but, most importantly, to internalize its political message. 

As a result of these efforts, the performers hoped the audience would participate in 

singing and become active members in the workers’ cultural movement, rather than 

remaining passive recipients of the revolutionary message. It was clear that in the 

seemingly equalizing activity of collective singing, there remained a definite need for 

individual leadership and well-organized and well-prepared agitational groups.  

I begin the chapter by defining the ideal proletarian performer according to 

descriptions and desires of the communist cultural enthusiasts of the 1920s and 1930s. 

Since the practical implications of communist musical ideals are my primary concern, I 

focus the investigation on the person who is arguably the most important performer of 

mass songs—German singer and actor Ernst Busch (1900-1980). Like Hanns Eisler, 

Busch was equally recognized for his artistic output in both Germany and the Soviet 

Union. The collaboration between Eisler and Busch resulted in numerous recordings of 

Eisler’s original songs.3 Since no other foreign performer of that time was as 

enthusiastically praised by the Soviet press as Busch, I investigate his performance style 

and propose possible explanations for his success at home and abroad. The second half of 

                                                   

3 Many of these recordings are available for streaming in public domain on www.sovmusic.ru. However, 

most recordings available today were created during 1950s and 1960s, and not during the time period under 
discussion.  
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the chapter focuses on the efforts of “living newspaper” agitational theater groups, in 

particular “Blue Blouse” (Siniaia bluza, Soviet Union) and “Red Megaphone” (Das Rote 

Sprachrohr, Germany), briefly mentioned in chapter one. In the first chapter, I suggest 

that the agitational theater groups experienced their greatest successes with foreign 

audiences, and that the illusion the groups presented of a particular country’s unity under 

communist leadership was most readily accepted by foreign audiences, which had little to 

no experience of the performers’ genuine cultural and political circumstances. I also 

describe the history of the living newspaper genre, and the general format of their 

performances. Based on journals produced by theaters and other publications of that time, 

I investigate the role of cross-cultural references by groups from both countries. Then, I 

concentrate on the Blue Blouse’s tour of Weimar Republic in 1927 and the tour of the 

USSR made by the Red Megaphone in 1930. I examine Soviet and German press from 

the 1920s and early 1930s in order to account for the success of these international tours. 

I am particularly concerned with the way in which theaters adjusted their repertoire for 

foreign audiences. While the connection between Ernst Busch and agitational theater 

might not be apparent at first glance, I bring together the two aspects of proletarian 

performance—the singer-inspirer and agitational theater—to emphasize the blurring of 

genre lines that occurred during this time. Busch certainly used his training in political 

song performances in his role as a professional actor, much like the agitational theater 

groups included singing as a vital, powerful tool in their acts.   
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The focus of this chapter is on the communist (KPD) musicians and agitational 

groups and less on the socialist DASB. As the oldest socialist-oriented music 

organization, the DASB had an undisputed advantage, both in organization and 

performance, over the German communist agitprop and the Soviet mass music 

movement. The growing differences between the SPD and KPD in late 1920s and early 

1930s resulted in closer ties between KPD and Soviet proletarian musicians. While the 

chapter considers the influence of the DASB on the communist groups, the strongest 

comparisons are drawn specifically between the musical activities of the KPD and 

Soviets. Finally, at the end of the chapter, I reconsider the audience in the context of 

political performance. Using the Jacobson-Lotman communication model from Chapter 

One, as well as Lotman’s own ideas on the relationship between text (understood 

broadly) and audience, I argue that the relationship between proletarian performers and 

audience members was one of constant readjustment, each against the other. A close 

investigation of specific performances provides unique insights into the general socio-

political circumstances of both countries. Conversely, the study of the audience at these 

performances helps explain the choice of repertoire as well as that repertoire’s successes 

and failures. 
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3.1 On the Act of Performing: Proletarian Singing Ideals, Pedagogy, and 

the Idea of Performer-Organizer 

 

There is not a single musician, whether he  is a 

singer, pianist or theorist, who cannot organize and 

carry out mass singing—this is the slogan we need 

to fight for.4  

—Lev Lebedinsky 

 

Proletarian music activists believed mass singing to be not only an enjoyable experience, 

but also a valuable tool for fostering a sincere belief in communist/socialist ideals. Still, 

as briefly discussed in the first chapter, the leaders of the proletarian music movement 

often complained that a genuine proletarian performance with the “right” emotional spirit 

was difficult to find. The need for trained performers to work with the working-class 

population was evident in Germany’s communist circles, and, to a greater degree, in the 

Soviet Union. While proletarian activists in both countries generally failed to provide 

detailed suggestions as to how the ideal proletarian performer was to be created, several 

publications—including German communist publications, official journals of Soviet 

music organizations, and the writings of Eisler—provided a broad description of the ideal 

                                                   

4 “Нет ни одного музыканта –будь он певец, пианист или теоретик –не умеющего организовать и 

провести массовое пение» -вот лозунг, за который нужно бороться. Lev Lebedinsky, Novyi etap 

bor’by na muzykal’nom fronte [New battle stage on the musical front]. Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe 
muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1931), 13.  
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artist. In addition to these descriptions, many publications proposed dissemination 

methods by which the ideal performers could spread mass songs among the working-

class and peasant populations.  

Perhaps the most specific description of the new revolutionary singing style was 

articulated by conductor and composer Karl Rankl (1896-1968), who, like Eisler, 

participated in Germany’s revolutionary music movement before leaving the country in 

1933, and eventually settling in England. Rankl considered the main feature of the new 

performance style to be a “complete rejection of traditional performance principles of 

bourgeois beautiful singing.”5 This meant that the performer had to precisely execute the 

text of the song, regardless of dynamic levels or tempo changes. This declamatory style 

could be achieved, according to Rankl, through the exaggeration of spaces between the 

syllables and emphasis on non-stressed syllables of regular speech, thus insuring 

rhythmic evenness. Final characteristics of the new singing style include an energetic, 

almost “fanatical” rhythm and sharp dynamic contrasts, without crescendo and 

diminuendo transitions.6 From Rankl’s outline it is clear that the delivery of text was the 

primary focus of the new performance style. The singer had to be an actor first and 

musician second. However, since communist music activists believed that music had the 

                                                   

5 While in English the bürgerlichen Stil is translated as the “bourgeois style.” In Russian, the term 

“bürgerlichen Stil” is translated as “Biurgerskii stil’,” and refers primarily to the late 18th century Central-

European architectural style preferred by middle-class home owners.    
6 These descriptions by Rankl were published in Valeria Nazarova’s book Gans Eisler-Bertol’t Brekht: 

tvorcheskoe sodruzhestvo [Hanns Eisler—Bertolt Brecht: artistic collaboration] (Leningrad: Sovetskii 
kompozitor: 1980), 20.  
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ability to change a person’s ideology, the descriptions of an ideal performer went beyond 

the discussion of singing style.   

In addition to external musical requirements, the performer had to be a moral 

example to the audience. On the pages of Muzykal’naia nov’, Soviet music journalist 

Sara Krylova complained that even when the artist performed modern repertoire (mass 

songs), “he only did it so the new class [the proletariat, Y.L.] would enjoy him, and thus 

was still trying to profitably sell himself.” According to Krylova, this could not be:   

We need not a performer—an inspirational Pythia, a leech, who sucks money—but an 

agitator, a breaker of the established old morals, invigorator of the psyche, fighter for the 

ideal, not a servant of two classes, not a slave of the buyer, but a citizen, a worker for the 

new culture.7  

Eisler expressed a similar idea in an interview with the Strasbourg newspaper 

L’Humanité d’Alsace. A revolutionary working-class singer, said Eisler, “must not be 

taken in by ‘beauty,’ but must ask himself, does it help him and his class, or is it useless 

or even damaging. Just as we demand critical thinking from comrades in political life, so 

in the same way must we demand critical thinking in art.”8 As demonstrated later, the 

emphasis on the singer’s political ideals did not mean that the artistic part of the 

                                                   

7 Нам нужен не исполнитель –вдохновенная, вещающая пифия, пиявка, высасывающая деньги, а 

агитатор, рушащий устои старой морали, оздоровляющий психику, борец за идею, не служащий 

двум классам, не раб покупающего, а гражданин, работник культуры. Sara Krylova, “Ispolnitel’ ili 

agitator?” [Performer or an agitator?] Muzykal’naia nov’, no. 6-7 (1924): 21.  
8 Hanns Eisler, “Problems of Working-Class Music: Interview with Hanns Eisler,” A Rebel in Music: 
Selected Writings, ed. by Manfred Grabs, trans. by Marjorie Meyer (London: Kahn & Averill, 1999), 97.  
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performance was less valuable. Rather, the performer was faced with an enormous 

challenge: to sing well aesthetically, while keeping the focus on the ideological message. 

It is clear that both Krylova and Eisler believed that good proletarian singing could occur 

only in the context of the performer’s sincere loyalty to communist ideals. However, 

proletarian music advocates never addressed how to verify a performer’s sincerity 

beyond suggesting a reliance on the judgment of the audience.  

The personal qualities of performers were important for a convincing individual 

performance, but they were also crucial to the organization of group singing. The use of 

music as an organizational tool was particularly emphasized in the German communist 

journal Kampfmusik. “During a public performance, the choir has a responsibility to 

organize the proletariat,” stated one of the journal’s anonymous contributors, before 

insisting that a song cannot serve just as an enjoyment or distraction for workers, but 

must reveal the situation of the proletariat and activate them for struggle.9 The 

communists borrowed the concept of music as an organizing tool from the socialist 

DASB. However, the communists pushed the idea even further by attributing to song the 

ability to cause action—activation for, presumably, a revolutionary activity. By inspiring 

                                                   

9 Der Arbeiterchor hat musikalisch eine ganz spezielle Aufgabe. Er muß das Singen und die Musik 

betreiben, die in Verbindung mit den Tageskämpfen der arbeitenden Schichten steht…. Die Musik 

bekommt hier eine neue Funktion. Sie wird zu einem Bestandteil der Weltanschauung des Proletariats, sie 

unterstreicht und bekräftigt das, worum jeder Proletarier kämpft, sie fordert dazu auf, sich diesem Kampf 

anzuschließen. “Die Aufgaben des oppositionellen Chorus,” Kampfmusik, no. 1 (1932): 2. Reprinted in 

Forum: Musik in der DDR. Arbeiterklasse und Musik: Theoretische Positionen in der deutschen 
Arbeiterklasse zur Musikkulture vor 1945 (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1974), 134.  
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the audience through singing, the fundamental purpose of the ideal performer was to turn 

the audience into the revolutionaries, both musically and behaviorally. 

As an organizer, the performer had to assess his audience. The masses, wrote S. 

V. Kliachko of Muzyka i revoliutsiia, can detect “artificiality” (iskusstvennost’), and thus, 

the ideal performer-organizer had to have the ability to quickly detect “their disposition, 

and be sensitive and delicate in his approach.” Such an organizer, continued the author, 

“would not try the patience of the masses: he would rather leave in time, than allow for 

the growth of dissatisfaction, and frighten off the public from mass singing.” 10 Before 

the singing could start, he suggested that the performer-organizer should spark the 

interest of the workers and peasants by either appealing to their patriotic feelings, or by 

having an entertaining “ice-breaker.” As a result, the performer was placed in a difficult 

position of constantly negotiating between the ideological goals of collective singing 

(implantation of communist ideals), his/her own desires and aspirations as a performer, 

and the desires of the public. The difficulty of finding performers able to successfully 

balance these disparate concerns was especially evident in the Soviet mass song 

movement. 

Writing in 1933, fifteen years after the Revolution, S. Gotgel’f, of the Sovetskaia 

muzyka, complained about the lack of trained performer-organizers in the mass music 

                                                   

10 C.V. Kliachko, “Kak organizovat’ massovoe penie” [How to organize mass singing], in Muzyka i 
revoliutsiia, no. 1 (1929): 8.  
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activities of Moscow’s Gorky’s Park, highlighting two particular issues. One issue was 

the low level of musical expertise amongst the performers; the performers were slow to 

learn new repertoire and tended to bore the audience with the endlessly repeated old 

revolutionary songs, rendering them unable to meet audience needs and desires.11 

However, the biggest issue, according to Gotgel’f’s lengthy report, was the lack of “real 

conversations with the audience about music.” Much of the park’s musical activities were 

too complicated for the general population, Gotgel’f claimed. Lack of interest among the 

general public was evident not only during the classical music concerts, which, according 

to Gorgel’f, “lacked thematic structure,” but also during mass singing events.12 

It is important to stress that the idea of a performer-organizer was not simply a 

practical solution for mass song activities. The notion that the artist’s job was not limited 

by the act of performing was rooted in the Marxist concept of the role of the individual 

talent in the communist society. In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels claimed the 

following: 

In any case, with a communist organization of society, there disappears the 

subordination of the artist to local and national narrowness, which arises entirely 

from division of labor, and also the subordination of the artist to some definite art, 

thanks to which he is exclusively a painter, sculptor, etc., the very name of his 

activity adequately expressing the narrowness of his professional development 

                                                   

11 S. Gotgel’f, “Massovaia muzykal’naia rabota v Tsentral’nom Parke Kul’tury i Otdykha imeni Gor’kogo” 

[Mass music work in the Central Park of Culture and Recreation named after Gorky], Sovetskaia muzyka, 

no. 6 (1933): 123. 
12 Ibid., 125.  
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and his dependence on division of labor. In a communist society there are no 

painters but at most people who engage in painting among other activities.13  

 

The positioning of the performer’s special talents in the context of “other activities” 

solves the “problem” of the performer’s inherent uniqueness in a social structure that 

strives for homogenous society. By involving the audience in singing process, the 

performer’s individualism becomes subsumed (at least outwardly) by the collective.  

 Assuming that an individual performer-organizer possessed the right musical and 

political expertise, he/she was still faced with numerous pedagogical challenges. At the 

heart of proletarian music pedagogy stood the issue of how to make the proletarian choirs 

sound different from those of the bourgeoisie and the socialist DASB. It is clear that 

proletarian music activists aspired to lofty musical achievements. Some communist 

publications insisted that the songs had to be learned with at least two voice parts, which 

had to be done by ear, since the majority of the working-class population was unable to 

read music, and, especially in the case of the Soviets, was also illiterate. For those who 

could read, Soviet publications suggested writing the lyrics on big banners or providing 

                                                   

13 Italics Y. L. Bei einer kommunistischen Organisation der Gesellschaft fällt jedenfalls fort die Subsumtion 

des Künstlers unter die lokale und nationale Borniertheit, die rein aus der Teilung der Arbeit hervorgeht, 

und die Subsumtion des Individuums unter diese bestimmte Kunst, so daß es ausschließlich Maler, 

Bildhauer usw. ist und schon der Name die Borniertheit seiner geschäftlichen Entwicklung und seine 

Abhängigkeit von der Teilung der Arbeit hinlänglich ausdrückt. In einer kommunistischen Gesellschaft gibt 

es keine Maler, sondern höchstens Menschen, die unter Anderm auch malen. Karl Marx and Frederick 

Engels, Die deutsche Ideologie, Vol. 3 of Werke (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1969), 379. Translation from Karl 

Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, edited by C.J. Arthur (New York: International 
Publishers, 1970), 109.  
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small pamphlets, but these suggestions were often hard to implement with scarce 

financial resources.14  

Since these musical aspirations were essentially no different from those of the 

pre-existing bourgeois and socialist choirs, the popular notion that the communist choirs 

were not concerned with aesthetic standards should be questioned. This misconception 

was best outlined by Vernon Lidtke, who claimed that while the choral societies of the 

Socialist party strove for performance excellence, the communist song movement was 

less concerned with performance quality, and more with the execution of agitational 

texts.15 Lidtke suggested that for communists, “the political propaganda value was never 

to be sacrificed in the interest of high artistic standards.16 This binary of aesthetics vs. 

propaganda, however, is not functional in the context of the communist music movement. 

German and Soviet communist publications demonstrate that rather than sacrificing 

aesthetics for the sake of propaganda, proletarian music activists desired to create a new 

aesthetic of choral performance, in which art and propaganda could be brought into a 

harmonious union. Such thought is evident, for example, in the 1932 Soviet publication 

of German communist songs Pesni nemetskogo proletariata (Songs of the German 

proletariat), which provided specific instructions regarding the performance style of each 

                                                   

14 Kliachko,10; N. Dem’ianov, “Kak rabotat’ so sbornikom” [How to work with the collection], preface to 

Massovye Pesni [Mass songs] (N.p.: Krest’ianskaia gazeta, 1934), 3-4.  
15 Vernon Lidtke, “Songs and Politics: An Exploratory Essay on Arbeiterlieder in the Weimar Republic,” 

Archiv für Sozialgeschichte 14 (1974): 262-263. 
16 Ibid., 263.  
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song.17 Therefore, the aesthetic qualities of communist mass songs cannot be evaluated 

against the same standards used for the earlier classical choral compositions, but should 

instead be evaluated on the basis of the Marxist understanding of the role of culture in 

communist society. Our ideal, wrote Paul Weiss, is “a simple and strong proletarian art, 

without any sort of sophistication, meaning some kind of bourgeois ‘maestro.’”18 Placed 

in the context of the Marxist proletarian art ideal, the concept of singing without 

“sophistication” made sense, since it equalized not only the singers, but also the elements 

of performance itself: artistry and propaganda.  

Although a lack of sophistication was valued, that does not mean that proletarian 

music activists were happy with the sound of most communist choirs during that time. 

“We must understand,” wrote Weiss with regards to the new style, that “only a small 

number of agitprop choirs meet such a requirement with their repertoire.”19 The search 

for an ideal proletarian performance aesthetic continued well into the early 1930s. 

Writing in 1931, one of the contributors to Kampfmusik stated that proletarian singers 

must reflect the current time and, therefore, turn away from the “inward” singing style of 

the bourgeoisie, abandoning even the old “boring revolutionary music,” in order to strive 

for new methods of collective singing. The author implied that these new methods had 

                                                   

17 Pesni nemetskogo proletariata [Songs of the German proletariat] (Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe 

muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1932). See also Pesni revoliutsionnoi Germanii [Songs of the revolutionary 

Germany] (Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1932).  
18 Paul Weiss, “Der Klassenkampf an der musikalischen Front in Deutschland,” 19.  
19 Ibid.  
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not yet been found, and insisted that they must be connected with the proletarian party, 

but failed to provide any examples of how the union between choral singing and the party 

was supposed to be reflected in the sound.20 The desire for a new aesthetic was echoed in 

the Soviet Union by Lebedinsky. In the 1931 publication 8 let bor’by za proletarskuiu 

muzyku (Eight years of struggle for the proletarian music), Lebedinsky complained that 

“to the present day, except on rare occasions, we do not hear our art in the way it was 

written; we hear it in an extremely deformed, caricatured way.”21 Perhaps the only 

exceptions to Lebedinsky’s assessment were the performances of Ernst Busch.  

  

                                                   

20 Darus, “Arbeitergesang und Agitprop,” Kampfmusik, no. 3 (1931): 4. Reprinted in Forum: Musik in der 

DDR. Arbeiterklasse und Musik: Theoretische Positionen in der deutschen Arbeiterklasse zur Musikkulture 

vor 1945 (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1974), 134. 
21 До сего времени за редким исключением мы не слышим нашего творчества таким, каким оно 

написано, -мы слышим его в чрезвычайно искаженном, карикатурном виде. Lebedinsky, 8 let bor’by 

za proletarskuiu muzyku: 1923-1931 [8 years of struggle for the proletarian music: 1923-1931] (Moscow: 
Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1931), 102.  
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3.2 Ernst Busch—the “Singer-Orator” and His Changing Times 

 

No one in the audience perceived Busch as a singer who 

successfully demonstrated for us his vocal skills, his voice, 

his artistic charm. Before us stood the most talented 

political tribune, temperamental orator, revolutionary 

fighter, for whom all means of artistic mastery served the 

revolutionary fight.22  

                                   —Gregorii Shneerson   

                            

Chaliapin’s loss of the title “People’s Artist of the USSR” in 1927 demonstrated the need 

for new artists—artists devoted to the new regime. By the middle of the 1930s, a fresh 

stream of artists captured the imagination of the Soviet audience. Through musical films, 

artist-singers Leonid Utesov (1895-1982) and Liubov’ Orlova (1902-1975), among 

others, popularized new songs, which were at once lyrical and optimistic, contained more 

subtle revolutionary references, and remained within the established ideological 

boundaries. Utesov’s Marsh veselykh rebiat (March of the Jolly Fellows) in the film Jolly 

Fellows (1934), for example, is an optimistic ode to singing and its happy place in daily 

life. Orlova’s Pesnia o Volge (Song of the Volga River) in the film Volga-Volga (1938), 

lyrically compares the beauty of the Volga river with that of the new country—the Soviet 

Union. These performers and songs, however, reflected the growing contradictions of 

                                                   

22 Никто из слушателей не воспринимал Буша на эстраде как певца, успешно демонстрирующего 

свое вокальное мастерство, свой голос, актерское обаяние. Нет. Пред нами стоял талантливейший 

политический трибун –борец революции, для которого все средства художественного мастерства 

служат революционной борьбе. Grigorii Shneerson, Ernst Busch i ego vremia [Ernst Busch and his time] 
(Moscow: Sovetskii kompozitor, 1971),105.  



 

 

112 

Soviet life. Linguist Liliana Lungina (1920-1998) recalled that at the height of the 1936 

terrors,  

Stalin allowed some life pleasures. He legalized love, family happiness … 

allowed poetry, discussions of humanism, makeup, jewelry. Tango and foxtrot 

came back … lyrical poetry returned…One was allowed to mention Dostoevsky 

and Esenin, for which before it was possible to sit in jail for a long time.23 

 

The new, more lyrical songs became part of this Soviet façade, reflecting the 

happiness the Soviets wished to present as their reality. This is not to say that people did 

not believe in these songs; they became genuinely popular. However, as Lungina 

discussed in her book and is demonstrated further here, the country was purged from the 

inside, as yesterday’s Bolsheviks and devoted communists became today’s “Enemies of 

the People.” The new songs, therefore, reflected the country’s focus on self-development, 

while earlier mass songs, which called for international revolution and solidarity between 

proletarians of different national backgrounds, did not fit the new Stalinist narrative. Yet, 

for many musicians and proletarian activists, the dream of cooperation between the 

world’s working populations was not abandoned and the songs calling for a revolutionary 

fight continued. This desire for cooperation was particularly evident in the case of 

German music activists who came to the Soviet Union in hope of finding support for their 

international cause. Among the most prominent visitors was Ernst Busch, who, by the 

                                                   

23 Сталин разрешил радости жизни. Узаконил любовь, семейное счастье...позволил поэзию, 

допустил рассуждения о гуманизме, румяна и украшения. Вернулись танго и фокстрот...вернулась 

лирическая поэзия...Разрешено было даже упоминать Достоевского и Есенина, за что раньше можно 

было на долго сесть в тюрьму. Lilianna Lungina, Podstrochnik [Interlineary] (Moscow: Astrel’, 2009), 
89-91.  
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time of his visit, was an accomplished theater and film actor, as well as being known as a 

performer of the communist agitational songs.   

  No proletarian artist of the early twentieth century had proved to be such a 

contrast to Chaliapin than Ernst Busch. Perhaps Busch was the ideal artist the poet 

Mayakovsky had dreamed of—the one singing with the Revolution. The problem that 

arises when discussing Busch’s legacy in the Soviet Union, however, lies in the concept 

of “revolution” itself. Was Busch’s understanding of a proletarian revolution in line with 

the Soviet ideal? Most importantly, was Busch’s view of the life after the revolution 

reflected in the Soviet reality? With whose “revolution” did he sing? A short look at his 

early career contextualizes Busch among his fellow activists. 

Ernst Busch was born in 1900 in Kiel, Germany, and was trained as a mechanic in 

his youth. By 1919, he was officially a Communist party member. In 1920, however, he 

began taking acting lessons, and in 1924 he started an acting career, initially appearing at 

the Kiel State Theater, and eventually working at the theater of Erwin Piscator (Piscator-

Bühne) in Berlin. Busch played Smith in the original 1928 production of Threepenny 

Opera by Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill.24 Busch also starred in films as an actor and 

singer. He landed the lead role of Fritz in Slatan Dudow’s and Brecht’s Kuhle Wampe 

(1932), which also featured his performance of Eisler’s Solidaritätslied. In 1933, Busch 

                                                   

24In addition, Busch sang the “Moritat von Mackie Messer” in G.W. Pabst’s 1931 movie adaptation, Dir 3-
Groschen-Oper.  
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fled Germany for Holland in order to avoid arrest by the Nazis. Over the following two 

years, Busch moved many times, stopping in Zurich, Paris, and Vienna, among other 

cities, before finally ending up in Moscow. His two years spent in the USSR provide a 

musical perspective on the changing political climate in the country.  

By the time Busch came to the USSR in 1935, he was not only a famous actor of 

socialist plays, but also a singer of revolutionary songs, known in particular for his 

interpretations of Eisler’s songs, including Der heimliche Aufmarsch [Trevozhny’ marsh 

(Rus.) or “Disturbing March”] and Roter Wedding [Krasnyi Veding (Rus.) or “Red 

Wedding”]. According to his closest friend and first biographer, Soviet musicologist 

Gregorii Shneerson (1901-1982), Busch was warmly welcomed in the USSR, given an 

apartment in Moscow’s downtown, and began performing immediately.25 In his book 

Ernst Busch i ego vremia (Ernst Busch and his time, 1971), Shneerson provided a 

detailed account of Busch’s success in the USSR, including the reactions of the Soviet 

press, and detailed descriptions of Busch’s performance style. However, a discussion of 

Busch’s performance style and public success is impossible without considering his 

personal communist ideals in the context of the changing politics in the USSR under 

Stalin. Furthermore, reexamination of Busch’s repertoire highlights the growing 

differences between the German and Soviet communist parties in the late 1920s and 

1930s. While it is impossible to know with any certainty what feelings and thoughts 

                                                   

25 Shneerson, 102.  
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Busch experienced when, in November of 1935, he first arrived in Moscow, it is possible 

to describe the political atmosphere that Busch encountered and was obliged to work 

within.  

Busch was one of a number of prominent German leftist artists, including theater 

director Erwin Piscator (1893-1966), playwright Friedrich Wolf (1888-1953), and 

composer Hans Hauska (1901-1965), who sought asylum in the Soviet Union—the 

country that was supposed to fulfill their communist aspirations. However, the new 

direction of the communist party, led by Stalin, had begun to call these aspirations into 

question. It became clear that the spread of communism internationally was no longer the 

Soviet communist party’s priority. After Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin called for a new 

policy—building socialism in one country, the USSR—without calling for proletarian 

revolution in the West. As a result, the international communist organization, or 

Comintern, which united the communist parties of many countries, became an 

aggravation and inconvenience to Stalin.26 During the Comintern’s Sixth World Congress 

in 1928, Stalin succeeded in establishing within the organization a central governing 

apparatus, which significantly limited the autonomy of other countries’ communist 

parties, thus insuring his personal control over the Comintern’s decisions.27 In addition, 

Germany’s communist party (the KPD) was prohibited from cooperating with the Social 

                                                   

26 For more details on the history and fate of Comintern, see Aleksandr Vatlin, Komintern: idei, resheniia, 

sud’by [Comintern: ideas, decisions, fates] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia entsiklopediia, 2009).  
27 Vadim Rogovin, Vlast’ i oppozitsii [Rule and oppositions] (Moscow: Zhurnal Teatr, 1993), 58. 
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Democrats (the SPD).28 Stalin’s consolidation of power weakened the KPD’s 

international influence and compromised its ability to resist the growing threat of Nazism 

at home. When, in 1933, Hitler was officially appointed as Germany’s chancellor, turning 

the threat into reality, many prominent German communists had no choice but to seek 

asylum in the USSR. By 1937, about two thousand German political immigrants,29 

including many working in the arts and culture, lived in the Soviet Union.30 Under Stalin, 

however, life became extremely difficult, and often tragic, for revolutionary-minded 

individuals from Germany and other nations. The German communist Margarete Buber-

Neumann (1901-1989) gave a detailed first-person account of the horrors experienced by 

political exiles in the Soviet Union. Buber-Neumann came to Moscow with Heinz 

Neumann (1902-1937), a KPD politician, in 1935.31 Buber-Neumann claimed that the 

Comintern had full control over its members, forcing them to denounce each other and 

themselves, and was unable and unwilling to help her during Heinz’s arrest, despite her 

membership in the organization.32   

                                                   

28 Rogovin., 59.  
29 The term “political immigrants” includes those that chose and were forced to relocate to the Soviet Union 

due to their communist/socialist views and practices.  
30 Aleksandr Vatlin, “Nemetskie politemigranty v Sovetskom Soiuze” [German political immigrants in the 

USSR], Forum für osteuropäische Ideen- und Zeitgeschichte, Russian edition, no. 2(1997). 

http://www1.ku-eichstaett.de/ZIMOS/forum/docs/4Vatlin07.pdf  (aaccessed January 28, 2012). 
31 Heinz was arrested by the NKVD in May of 1937 and executed later that year. Margarete was arrested in 

1938, was sent to a labor camp in Karaganda, Kazakhstan, and in 1940 was handed over to the Nazis.   
32 Margarete Buber-Neumann, Under Two Dictators: Prisoner of Stalin and Hitler, trans. Edward 
Wachmann (London: Pimlico, 2008), 6-7, 15.   
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In the mid 1930s widespread repression swept all layers of society, including 

political immigrants, many of whom where eventually arrested, murdered, or, as in the 

case of composer Hans Hauska, given over to Hitler’s Gestapo. In fact, historian 

Aleksandr Vatlin pointed out that “representatives of non-native nationalities were one of 

the main risk groups.”33 Based on letters and other personal documents, Vatlin attempted 

to reconstruct the reaction of German political immigrants to the terrors. Some German 

communists, wrote Vatlin, viewed the horrific events as a “perversion” of the party’s 

policy, with which the leadership of the USSR was capable of grappling. “People had 

closed their eyes to the obvious, retreated into themselves, became inaccessible even to 

their closest loved ones,”34 The fear was real, powerful, and hard to understand: how 

could the first socialist state perpetrate such atrocities? Lungina wrote about German 

chess player, philosopher and naturalized Soviet citizen—Emmanuel Lasker (1868-

1941), who did not realize what was happening right away when his closest friend, 

revolutionary Nikolai Krylenko (1885-1938), was arrested. Lasker, wrote Lungina, “was 

seized with fear,” and initially could not even understand why he could not call Krylenko. 

“Evidently,” claimed Lungina, “it was slow and difficult to grasp the fast changes of our 

life at that time for someone with a Western-German mentality.”35 Eventually Lasker left 

the USSR, which was extremely difficult, especially for naturalized Soviet citizens. 

                                                   

33 Vatlin, “Nemetskie politemigranty v Sovetskom Soiuze” 11.  
34 Ibid., 12.  
35 Очевидно, немецко-западная психология более медленно и трудно осваивала быстрые изменения 
нашей тогдашней жизни...Lungina, 83.   
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Heinz and Margarete Neumann, for example, were not as fortunate as Lasker and they 

had no chance of leaving the country. Since the Comintern, with headquarters in 

Moscow, was under Stalin’s control, it aided the repressions. As a result, by the late 

1930s more than 1500 German communists were arrested.36 Communist representatives 

of other countries were also targeted. Nobody was safe. This was the reality that Busch 

faced upon arrival. 

Why did Busch come to the USSR in the first place? Why didn’t he stay in Zurich 

or Paris? Jochen Voit, recent biographer of Busch, indicated that Busch did not feel 

comfortable staying in Western Europe, despite his fame: he was an émigré, and, as such, 

“had to be especially watchful of differences between true and false friends.” 37 Perhaps, 

like many other foreign communists, Busch viewed the Soviet Union as a “promised 

land” of socialism, and felt it to be the safest place at the time. Since the early 1920s, 

foreign delegations of journalists, teachers, engineers, and artists had visited the first 

socialist state. The German communist party was particularly interested in conducting 

such visits.38 Everything was done to ensure that the visitors had the best impressions of 

the country, so their movements and interactions were tightly controlled. Despite these 

                                                   

36 Vatlin,“Nemetskie politemigranty v Sovetskom Soiuze”, 16.  
37 Jochen Voit, Er rührte an den Schlaf der Welt, Ernst Busch: Die Biographie (Hamburg: Aufbau, 2010), 

91-92.  
38 Vatlin, “Sovetskii Soiuz v vospriiatii nemetskikh politemigrantov 30-kh godov” [Soviet Union in 

perception of German political immigrants in the 1930s], in Forum für osteuropäische Ideen- und 

Zeitgeschichte, Russian edition, no. 2(2008). http://www1.ku-
eichstaett.de/ZIMOS/forum/docs/forumruss10/1VatlinFR10.pdf (aaccessed January 29, 2012). 
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efforts, however, the foreigners were able to glimpse the reality at least in part, as 

evidenced, for example, in the Moscow Diary of Walter Benjamin (1892-1940). The 

famous intellectual came to the Soviet Union in December of 1926 and stayed for almost 

two months. Although his primary reason for being in Moscow was his affair with the 

Latvian Bolshevik theater activist Asja Lãcis (1891-1979), Benjamin desired to 

understand the Soviet reality and to decide whether or not to join the German communist 

party. Despite not knowing the Russian language, Benjamin not only became aware of 

the day-to-day difficulties of Russian life with regards to housing, employment, and pay, 

but also sensed the political climate in the country. More specifically, Benjamin took 

notice of the “general atmosphere of cautiousness here [in Moscow, Y.L.] when it comes 

to openly revealing one’s opinions.” “If you ask people whom you barely know,” 

Benjamin said, “what they think of some insignificant play or film, the answer is: ‘the 

word here is this or that,’ or ‘people have mostly been of such and such an opinion.’”39  

Furthermore, a fellow German—the playwright and director Bernhard Reich (1894-

1972)—recommended that Benjamin be careful with his words.40 Benjamin also noted 

the increasing Stalinization of the arts. His diary includes, for example, evidence of 

Stalin’s personal involvement in the artistic life of the capital. On multiple occasions, 

despite strong opposition from the communist establishment, Stalin sanctioned 

                                                   

39 Walter Benjamin, Moscow Diary, ed. Gary Smith, trans. Richard Sieburth (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 1986), 57.  
40 Ibid., 21.  
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performances of theatrical plays he considered appropriate.41 While they might 

sometimes catch glimpses of Soviet reality, short-term visitors did not have full 

opportunity to witness the Soviet “underworld,” and so, for many of them, the country 

remained a beacon of equality. It was entirely possible that the country’s early stage of 

socialist development could have explained, and possibly even excused, the alarming 

excesses of the regime.  

Like Benjamin, Busch no doubt had to be careful with his words. This is probably 

why historians do not possess any written proof of any criticism he may have made of the 

Soviet regime. Several aspects of Busch’s stay in the Soviet Union suggest, however, that 

the artist was aware of the Soviet reality—at least in part. The first clue is to be found in 

his assigned living quarters. Many German political immigrants were given homes in the 

“Liuks” or “Savoi,” which were two of Moscow’s largest hotels at that time. Busch was 

given a room at “Savoi,” where he was neighbor to German writer and poet Erich 

Weinert (1890-1953), who also came to the USSR in 1935.42 Although Busch did not live 

in “Liuks,” which was the main location for foreign guests, his stay at “Savoi” meant not 

only a life in the heart of Moscow, but also close contact with other political immigrants. 

Shneerson, without providing much detail, claimed that Busch came in contact with 

                                                   

41 Benjamin,. 11. The most famous example is the staging of Mikhail Bulgakov’s Dni Turbinykh (The Day 

of Turbin Family, 1926), an adaptation of the novel Belaia gvardiia (The White Guard, 1924). The play, 

which humanizes a family caught between changing regimes, was protested, according to Benjamin, by the 

“old communists.” It was, however, particularly liked by Stalin, who, supposedly, saw it in the theater 

about twenty times. 
42 Shneerson, 102.  
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screenwriter and director Gustav von Wangenheim (1895-1975), author Alfred Kurella 

(1895-1975), writer Friedrich Wolf (1888-1953), and composer Hans Hauska (1901-

1965), among others.43 It is important here to reflect on which names Shneerson chose to 

list as Busch’s acquaintances; Kurella and Wangenheim were able to escape Stalin’s 

purges, while Hauska, who accompanied Busch during several performances in Moscow 

(1936), was eventually arrested by the Narodnyi komissariat vnutrennikh del (People’s 

Commissariat for Internal Affairs or NKVD) in 1937, and, after spending more than a 

year in jail, was deported to Germany and turned over to the Gestapo.44 Shneerson, 

however, neglected to mention how significant the ties were to Wangenheim. Upon his 

arrival in the USSR, Wangenheim gave Busch a role in the 1936 anti-fascism film 

“Borzy” (the Fighters), with score written by Hauska. The 1936 film was created almost 

entirely by German émigrés to the Soviet Union, most of whom were later persecuted. At 

least six, including leading actor Bruno Schmidtsdorf and editor Lothar Wolf, were 

executed.45 Writing in 1971, Shneerson, who was directly involved in the Soviet art scene 

of the time, not only omitted any details regarding the fate of Busch’s acquaintances, but 

                                                   

43 Shneerson, 102. 
44 The documents, including NKVD’s interrogation records of Hauska were published in the 1997 

collection Vernite mne svobodu! Deiateli literatury i iskusstva Rossii i Germanii—zhertvy stalinskogo 

terrora [Give me back the freedom! Writers and artists of Russia and Germany—victims of Stalinist 

terrors], ed. V.F. Koliazin and V.A. Goncharov (Moscow: Medium, 1997), 106-128. Hauska spent eighteen 

years in Nazi camps.  
45 Voit, 100-101.  
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he also made no mention of Busch’s participation in Wangenheim’s film.46 Based on the 

recent biography by Voit (2010), it is clear that Busch was one of a few people involved 

in the film who were able to escape the persecution. Furthermore, Voit claimed in his 

book that Busch knew writers Ernst Ottwalt (1901-1943), and Maria Osten (1908-1942), 

both of whom were arrested (and later executed) by the NKVD in 1936 and 1941 

respectively.47 Based on his circle of acquaintances and his housing assignment, it is clear 

that Busch must have been aware of the growing danger. Furthermore, the artist could not 

have helped but notice the increasing distance between his own ideals and those imposed 

by Stalin.  

   Although Busch never wrote about his personal political ideals, the repertoire of 

mass songs he performed articulated the aspirations of German communists and the cause 

to which Busch dedicated his life: the international proletarian revolution. The majority 

of Busch’s mass song repertoire consisted of songs composed by Eisler, with words by 

either Brecht or Weinert. The texts of these songs were overwhelmingly dedicated to the 

ideal of international revolution and the universal struggle of workers. For example, Das 

Moorsoldatenlied (known in English as the Song of the Peat Bog Soldiers), speaks of the 

sufferings of German communists in Hitler’s concentration camps. Das Solidaritätslied 

(The Solidarity Song), also popularized by Busch, calls for the international struggle of 

                                                   

46 Wangenheim survived the purges, but he denounced actress Carola Neher and her husband Anatol 

Becker, his colleagues. Becker was executed in 1937. Neher died in gulags in 1942.  
47 Voit, 102-103. Osten’s husband, journalist and writer Mikhail Kol’tsov (1898-1940 or 1942), was 
arrested in 1938 and also executed.   
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all proletarians. Perhaps the most famous song in Busch’s repertoire was Das 

Einheitsfrontlied (the Song of the United Front), which encouraged all proletarians to join 

the ranks of a united workers’ front.48  

Busch’s voice and performances can be heard today on numerous recordings, 

many of which are available online and in the public domain. It is important, however, to 

examine the way Busch’s voice and performance style were described by those who 

heard him in 1936-1937. Rarely does an artist today receive unquestionable praise from 

dissimilar listeners. Such universal acclaim was even more rare in the Soviet Union, 

where artists could be praised one day and persecuted the next for the same deed. Busch, 

however, was consistently praised and was even presented as a model of the ideal 

proletarian performer. What was it about his performance that communicated so 

successfully with German and Russian audiences alike? 

Shneerson claimed that Busch began performing immediately upon his move to 

Moscow.49 One of the first reviews of Busch’s performances in Moscow appeared in 

Pravda on November 25, 1935, just days after his arrival. In his review, writer and 

correspondent Sergei Tretyakov50 (1892-1937) praised Busch for his “high mastery of 

phrasing, mimicry, diction, and intonation.”51 A year later, in a local newspaper 

                                                   

48 All three songs are discussed in detail in Chapter Five.  
49 Shneerson, 99.  
50 Tretyakov was charged with espionage by NKVD and executed in 1937.  
51 Sergei Tretyakov, “Pevets-agitator: Ernst Bush v Moskve” [Singer-orator: Ernst Busch in Moscow], 
Pravda, November 25, 1935.   
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Rabochaia Moskva (Working Moscow), critic Alexander Fevral’skii (1901-1984) called 

Busch—a “pevets-tribun” (singer-orator)—a title that would follow Busch for the rest of 

his life. Here, he praises Busch:  

The power of performances by Ernst Busch—a wonderful performer of German 

revolutionary song—is exceptional. This exceptionality is caused by the absolute 

unity between text, music, and performance, which creates a special style of most 

powerful emotionally agitational art. This is why, when listening it is impossible 

to separate the artist from the poet and composer.52   

 

In his description of the artist, Fevral’skii pointed to the two different types of unity: that 

of the text, music, and performance, as well as that of the artist, poet, and composer. As 

demonstrated in chapter two, both types of unity were extremely important to the 

proletarian activists, and were, in fact, integral to the creation of a complete artist. 

Furthermore, the union between artist, poet, and composer comprised the Marxist ideal of 

an artist who could not be narrowly defined, as discussed earlier in this chapter. In effect, 

rather than lauding Busch’s specific vocal abilities, the critics praised his performance as 

a whole. Fevral’skii attempted to describe the ways in which Busch was able to achieve 

such unity of performance: 

The performance manner of this artist is very far from the manner of the singers 

that perform in concerts. He seamlessly moves from singing to recitative. He is 

not just a singer, but an actor. Busch understands the difference between a concert 

performance and a theatrical stage; a sense of moderation does not leave him for a 

                                                   

52 Сила воздействия выступлений Эрнста Буша, замечательного исполнителя немецких 

революционных песен, исключительна. Этим выступления Буша обязаны прежде всего 

абсолютному единству текста, музыки и исполнения, создающему свой особый стиль 

агитационного искусства огромной  эмоциональной мощи. Поэтому, слушая, невозможно отделить 

артиста от поэта и композитора. A. Fevral’skii, “Pevets-tribun: Ernst Bush na estrade” [Singer-Tribune: 
Ernst Busch on stage], Rabochaia Moskva 16, no. 286, 14 December, 1936.  
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single minute. Expressive mimic, light gesture, in one of the song—march in one 

place—this is all. However, it gives so much.53 

 

Fevral’skii outlined some of the specific desirable characteristics of Busch’s performance 

style, among them his simplicity of demeanor on stage, and the ease with which he 

moved between speaking and singing. Boris Yefimov (1900-2008), a Soviet political 

cartoonist, in the newspaper Izvestiia (News) on December 12, 1936, also noted the 

restraint of Busch’s performance. The artist, claimed Yefimov, “appears on the stage 

simply and unnoticed… He comes close to the footlights, looks cheerfully and smilingly 

at the audience, reflects for a few minutes, and begins singing without theatrical gestures 

and effects, simply and heartily, like at a friendly meeting.”54 Yefimov described Busch’s 

simple, controlled gestures thusly: 

Now Busch sings the Red Wedding march. He clenches his fists, moves his body 

slightly forward, as in the fighting drive of a barricade warrior. Now he sings the 

frightful Song of the Peat Bog Soldiers [Das Moorsoldatenlied, Y.L.]. Tiredly 

faltering from one foot to another, he, with artful voice inflections, creates a 

devastatingly real sensation of the people tormented in the fascist camps, who 

tiredly straggle in ranks with their shovels. But now, Busch’s movements become 

more energetic and resilient, his voice grows strong, the sad song of bog soldiers 

seamlessly acquires a march tempo, and finishes with a life-affirming chord, 

telling of fighters who could not be beat down by anything.55  

                                                   

53 Манера исполнения этого артиста очень далека от манеры, присущей певцам, выступающим в 

концертах. Очень легко переходит он от пения к речитативу. Он не только певец, но и актёр. Но 

Буш великолепно понимает разницу между концертной эстрадой и сценой; чувство меры ни на 

минуту не покидает его. Выразительная мимика, лёгкий жест, в одной из песен –марш на месте, –

вот и все. Но это дает очень много. Fevral’skii.   
54 Boris Yefimov, “Pesni Ernsta Busha” [Songs of Ernst Busch], Izvestiia, no. 289, December 12, 1936.  
55 Вот Буш поет боевой марш красного Веддинга. Он сжимает кулаки, слегка подается вперед всем 

телом, весь в порыве и боевом устремлении баррикадного бойца. Вот Буш поет страшную «Песню 

болотных солдат». Он как бы устало переминается с ноги на ногу, искусными модуляциями голоса 

создает до жути реальное ощущение хора измученных в фашистских лагерях людей, устало 
бредущих со своими лопатами в походном строю. Но вот движения Буша становятся более 
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Busch’s ability to embody a song’s text in its entirety with limited physical 

gestures was supported by his skillful diction. In a sense, Busch exhibited the utmost 

command of Gestus, as understood and promoted by Brecht. Although for Weill Gestus 

was primarily an issue of text setting, or, as Stephen Hinton wrote, a “possibility of 

congruence of form and content,”56 for Brecht, Gestus had to do with the actor’s ability to 

reflect social attitudes through performance. Brecht demanded that the actor focus on 

showing particular attitudes rather than expressing feelings. This technique resulted in 

limiting physicality in the performer to essentials gestures and ideas that can only be 

expressed in concrete ways.57 Busch’s fluid motion from singing to speech-singing, or 

what Fevral’skii called “recitative,” was what earned Busch unique praise from 

proletarian writers and audiences. Critics hailed his successful text execution: what Rankl 

regarded as the foremost “condition” for the new proletarian style of performing. Soviet 

musicologist E. Belaia, for example, emphasized that: 

Busch never neglects the words for the beauty of a singing melody. In his songs, 

words and music are permanently connected, and serve as a vivid and emotional 

expression of revolutionary thought. Busch searches and finds words—the most 

                                                   

энергичными и упругими, голос его крепнет, и унылая мелодия болотных солдат незаметно 

приобретает маршевый темп и заканчивается жизнеутверждающим аккордом, говорящим о борцах, 

которых никто и ничто сломить не может. Yefimov.  
56 Stephen Hinton, Weill’s Musical Theater: Stages of Reform (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2012), 34.  
57 John Willett, The Theater of Bertolt Brecht: a Study from Eight Aspects (New York: New Directions 
Books, 1968), 172-173.  
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precise words, those necessary for the revelation of ideas—and sometimes 

changes the melody of the song itself.58   

 

Since Busch had worked with Brecht, Belaia’s description of Busch’s performance can 

be closely compared with that of the poet, who often performed his own ballads and 

songs. According to Kim Kowalke, textual clarity was the primary focus of Brecht’s 

singing, making his “music voice only a slight extension of his poetic one.”59 Playwright 

Carl Zuckmayer (1896-1977) described Brecht’s voice as “raw and trenchant … soaring 

without any vibrato, each syllable, each semitone being quite clear and distinct.”60 

Similarly, Busch’s emphasis on the text and its delivery led Shneerson to compare the 

singer’s performances with those of the poet Mayakovsky.61 Busch’s poetic singing, 

according to the reviewers, helped establish the connection between the artist and his 

audience. Yefimov, for example, recalled the performance of the Song of the United 

Front, in which the chorus “was picked up by the audience.” This, continued Yefimov,  

Is not the concert, where on one side is the artist-performer, and on the other is the 

public listening to him. The audience gets up with raised clenched fists. This is a 

unique rally, where the poet’s words, the music, and the singer’s voice draw 

                                                   

58 ...Буш никогда не пренебрегает словом ради красоты певческой мелодии. В его песнях слова и 

музыка неразрывно связаны, служат яркому и эмоцианальному выражению боевой революционной 

мысли. Буш ищет и находит слова, самые точные, необходимые для раскрытия мысли, зачастую 

изменяет и самую мелодию песен. E. Belaia, Ersnt Busch (Leningrad: Obshchestvo po rasprostraneniiu 

Politicheskikh i nauchnykh znanii RSFSR, 1960), 10-11.  
59 Kim Kowalke, “Singing Brecht vs. Brecht Singing: Performance in Theory and Practice,” Cambridge 

Opera Journal 5, no. 1 (March, 1993): 59-60.   
60 Quoted in John Willett, Brecht in Context: Comparative Approaches (London: Methuen, Inc., 1984), 

152.    
61 Shneerson, 99.  
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together in focus the dispositions of the people, united by the feeling of 

international solidarity.62  

 

Uniting with the audience as described, Busch embodied the ideal performer-organizer 

desired by the proletarian music activists. Fevral’skii also recounted that the audience 

sang with Busch, “whose art evokes immediate audience response.”63 However, while it 

looked to the observer as though Busch’s song delivery was easy and uncontrived, the 

artist carefully planned how to inspire the audience to participate in this creative process. 

German writer and journalist Peter Kast (1894-1959) pointed to the artist’s awareness of 

his gestures and sounds in a Sovetskaia muzyka article of 1937:  

His first, little wily glance is always directed to the microphone, not to the 

applauding audience. He carefully selects a place to stand. He knows that in the 

Song of the Peat Bog Soldiers it is first necessary to stand in the depth of the 

stage, and only during the last line, which expresses the certainty of truth’s 

victory, get closer to the microphone … He possesses “technical instinct…” it 

helps him create a living contact with the listener…64 

 

By standing upstage, and controlling his gestures, Busch further directed the 

performance’s focus to the text. The focus on the text is evident in the preserved 

                                                   

62 Это уже не концерт, где с одной стороны –актер-исполнитель, а с другой –слушающая его 

публика. Зал подымается с поднятыми сжатыми кулаками. Это своеобразный митинг, где слово 

поэта, музыка и голос певца собирают в себе, как в фокусе, настроение людей, объединенных 

чувством международной солидарности. Yefimov.  
63 Fevral’skii.  
64Его первый, слегка лукавый взгляд –всегда к микрофону, не к аплодирующей аудитории. 

Тщательно, можно сказать, обстоятельно он выбирает место, где стать. Он знает: в песне «Болотных 

солдат» он должен сначала стать там –в глубине эстрады, и лишь при последней, уверенной, строфе 

выступить вперед... Эрнст Буш обладает им [техническим чувством]... Буш создает живой контакт 
со слушателем...  Peter Kast, “Ernst Bush poet” [Ernst Busch sings], Sovetskaia muzyka, no. 5, 1937: 95.   
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recording of the Song of the Peat Bog Soldiers made in the USSR in 1936.65 The 

recording exhibits precise diction with a limited range of dynamics and tempo. The song 

begins soft with the following verse: 

Wohin auch das Auge blicket              

Moor und Heide nur ringsum, 

Vogelsang uns nicht erquicket,           

Eichen stehen kahl und krumm.66 

Wherever the eye may wander, 

All around only moor and heath. 

Singing of the birds cannot cheer us, 

Oaks are standing bare and crooked. 

 

During the final (fourth) verse the dynamic level is only slightly louder and the tempo is 

just a bit faster, despite powerful words that could tempt a performer to sing more 

ostentatiously: 

Doch für uns gibt es kein Klagen.        

Ewig kanns nicht Winter sein! 

Einmal werden froh wir sagen:        

Heimat, du bist wieder mein! 

But for us there are no complaints 

The winter cannot last forever!  

Someday we will happily say: 

Home, you are mine again! 

 

Precise control over dynamics and tempo allowed Busch to make his own persona a part 

of the performance and not its primary focus. Busch’s ability to make himself “less 

visible” not only placed him and his performances in line with Marxist ideals, but also 

allowed him to easily engage and involve the audience, which most likely would not have 

felt intimidated by such a performer. 

In the winter of 1937, Busch left the Soviet Union to join the international 

brigades in Spain in their fight against fascism. 1937 would go down in history as the 

                                                   

65 The recording is available online in public domain. “Die Moorsoldaten,” Sovetskaia Мuzyka, 

http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=pesnyab3 (accessed January 3, 2013). 
66 Hanns Eisler, “Die Moorsoladten,” Pesni bor’by germanskogo proletariata [Fighting songs of the 
German proletariat] (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1937), 14.  
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height of Stalinist purges, claiming the lives of thousands. As a life-long communist, 

Busch no doubt felt the danger of a prolonged stay in the Soviet Union, where Stalin was 

in the process of “cleansing” the party. The war in Spain turned out to be a “safer” option 

than the life of a political immigrant in the USSR. The uncomfortable intimacy between 

the Soviets and Hitler (arising for political and economic reasons) resulted in the 1939 

Non-Aggression Pact with Germany, in which each side pledged to remain neutral in the 

event of attack by a third party or war with a third party. The pact and its employment 

during Germany’s subsequent attack on Poland signaled to political immigrants that the 

Soviet Union was no longer their guarantor against Nazism. Life became even more 

difficult for Polish, German, and other foreign communist immigrants.67 Busch’s decision 

to leave the country when he did was fortuitous. His sixteen-month stay in the Soviet 

Union, however, revealed, in a musical context, the divergence between the goals of the 

German communist and those of the Soviets. Furthermore, his performances also gave 

the Russian audience an opportunity to experience performances that came undeniably 

close to the ideal desired by music activists in both countries. Busch was a different kind 

of performer. Rather than gaining fame for his vocal mastery and vocal quality, Busch 

was praised for embodying the revolution and its ideals in a complete performance that 

                                                   

67 Vadim Rogovin, Konets oznachaet nachalo [The end means the beginning] (Moscow: Antidor, 2002): 
118-120.  
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balanced personal artistry with the collective desires of the audience. Busch created the 

voice of the revolution.  

 

3.3 Performing Solidarity: Agitational Theater of Living Newspapers 

Wir sind das rote Sprachrohr,                                       

Sprachrohr der Massen sind wir.                               

Wir sprechen aus, was euch bedrückt,                        

Wir sprechen aus, was euch befreit.                        

We are the Red Megaphone, 

We are the megaphone of the masses. 

We speak of what depresses you,  

We speak of what sets you free. 

—Das rote Sprachrohr 

 

Effectively engaging in the fight for audience attention and involvement was a 

tremendous concern for agitational theatrical groups, as it was for solo performers. By 

definition a collective effort, agitational theater may have been the artistic form that came 

closest to the ideal of new proletarian art. However, inciting political activism in the 

general population was not an easy task. As discussed in the previous chapter, politically-

focused activists and performers had to compete with the light, non-political genres of 

music and theater for the attention of the populace. Furthermore, the changing political 

circumstances in the 1930s made the task all the more arduous. Agitational theater 

groups, like individual performers, faced external political challenges. Stalin’s focus on 

internal Soviet politics led to a push towards a conventional, pre-Revolutionary (not 

agitprop) theater, and the promotion of the doctrine of Socialist Realism, beginning in 
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1932.68 In Germany, the growing threat of Nazism, and Hitler’s appointment as 

Germany’s chancellor in 1933, threatened communist cultural activities. However, in the 

1920s, before the rise of Nazism in Germany and Stalinism in the Soviet Union, 

agitational theater had been widely used to inform audiences of important political events 

and to activate the proletariat for political action. The most widespread and famous form 

of agitational theater in the Soviet Union became the living newspaper, which combined 

poetry, singing and theatrical sketches to create reenactments of current political events.69 

The popularity of the genre grew, as the most famous of the Soviet groups—the Moscow 

Blue Blouse living newspaper—travelled to Germany in 1927. German communists, in 

return, organized their own living newspapers and sent one of them, the Red Megaphone, 

to the Soviet Union in 1929. Chapter One briefly introduced both groups and discussed 

their successes among foreign audiences. Here, I provide the living newspaper’s early 

history, music selection process and topics of performance, further investigating their 

reception among foreign and domestic audiences. I explain the initial success of living 

newspapers, as well as their disbandment in the 1930s. Finally, using the living 

                                                   

68 The doctrine of socialist realism commanded that all arts must glorify the socialist state, the USSR, and 

reflect parti’nost’ (Party spirit), klassovost’ (class consciousness), and narodnost’ (closeness to people). 

Practically, it meant that non-traditional forms, including avant-garde theatrical experiments, had to be 

abandoned. Furthermore, due to the focus on internal progress, the call for a world revolution was 

significantly diminished. For a comprehensive study of Socialist Realism see Levon Hakobian, Music of 

the Soviet Age: 1917-1987 (Stockholm: Melos Music Literature, 1998), 91-100.  
69 On the other forms of Soviet agitational theater in 1920s and 1930s, see Lynn Mally, Revolutionary Acts: 
Amateur Theater and the Soviet State, 1917-1938 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000).   
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newspapers as a case study, I highlight the growing differences between the political 

trajectories of the Soviet and German communist parties during the 1930s. 

 

3.3.1 Entertaining Agitation?  

Although the living newspaper genre had existed in Russia since the Civil War (1917-

1923), Boris Yuzhanin helped it to achieve its peak popularity. In 1923, Yuzhanin 

organized the Blue Blouse living newspaper at the Moscow Communist Institute of 

Journalism, where he was a student. The genre grew as activists around the country began 

organizing their own groups. Yuzhanin conceived of Blue Blouse as a non-professional 

organization. Each factory or institution was supposed to have its own amateur living 

newspapers. The most talented performers were encouraged, however, to participate in 

the “exemplary” group, which consisted primarily of professional performers. The 

existence of the “exemplary” group was meant to be a stopgap measure until the living 

newspaper genre became successful throughout the country.70 The performances took 

place in various venues, from workers’ clubs and factories to beer halls. In October of 

1924, as the Blue Blouse organization was celebrating the completion of its first year, 

theater and ballet critic Viktor Iving (1888-1952) claimed that more than five thousand 

workers had been exposed to Blue Blouse performances in one year. Iving also offered a 

                                                   

70 Vaarlam Shalamov, “Boris Yuzhanin,” in Kolymskie rasskazy [Kolyma tales], vol. 2 of Sobraniia 
sochineni’ [Collective writings] (Moscow: Hudozhestvennaia literatura, 1998), 251.  
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summary of the organization’s main objectives. The first goal, claimed the author, was 

“to revolutionize the audience by means of cleverly-selected repertoire.” To achieve this 

end, the ideas must be presented in the “form accessible to the masses. Let it be clumsy, 

but comprehensible,” said Iving. Since the agitational theater had to compete with non-

political entertainment, Iving listed the task of winning over an audience drawn to the 

“old, entertainment, devoid of ideology” as the organization’s second objective. The 

audience, however, was not the only target of the Blue Blouse agenda. Creation of a “new 

red actor, insinuated with proletarian thinking” was the third task outlined by the author. 

Finally, Iving suggested that these three goals could be achieved through the denial of 

“the actor’s ‘I’,” making sure that the audience does not know the names of the individual 

Blue Blouse performers, but rather acknowledges them by the general term “sinibluznik” 

(from the Russian Siniaia bluza).71 In addition to the lack of personal recognition, the 

denial of individual “I” was also pursued by maintaining a strict dress code of blue shirts 

paired with black pants or a black skirt. By wearing “workers’ costume” the performers 

signaled that this theater was made not only for the proletariat, but also by the proletariat, 

indicating that the working class was capable of producing its own politically-conscious 

entertainment. This dress code was implemented even in the professional Blue Blouse 

groups, allowing professional actors to relate themselves to the proletariat.  

                                                   

71 Viktor Iving, “Siniaia bluza” [Blue Blouse], typescript, 1924. Fund no. 2694, inventory 1, Rossiiskii 

gosudarstvennyi arkhiv literatury i iskusstva (Russian State Archive of Literature and Art), Moscow 
(hereafter cited as RGALI). 
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The intentional lack of individualism among Blue Blouse performers led to a 

different relationship between the people in the audience and those on the stage. Rather 

than creating the illusion of authentic characters and offering a temporary escape from 

reality, Blue Blouse focused on a character’s meaning and implications in the current 

moment by merely suggesting the character’s identity. For example, when a young actor 

portrayed an old peasant, very little was done to hide the actor’s youth.72 Given that, 

especially in the early days of the genre, only small props—such as hats, banners, and 

fake mustaches—were incorporated into the performances, the actor remained visibly 

“young” on stage, thus reminding the audience that they were watching a performance. 

This self-awareness, of both actors and audiences, links Blue Blouse groups to the 

concept of epic theater and the idea of Verfremdungseffekt (the alienation or distancing 

effect) developed by Piscator and Brecht in Germany.73 Although Brecht did not use this 

term in writing until 1935 (after his visit to Moscow), the desire to “turn the spectator 

into an observer,” capable of rational decisions, had already being employed in his plays: 

Lehrstücke in particular, but also Badener Lehrstück vom Einverständnis (1929) and Die 

                                                   

72 Dmitriev, 49.  
73 It is necessary to note that Piscator and Brecht applied theVerfremdungseffekt differently. Piscator’s 

Verfremdungseffekt was a tool for presenting the “factual through the theatrical” (using film, sound, 

projections, etc.), making the production a “truthful document.” Brecht took Piscator’s notion and 

developed it further by showing that the reality presented on stage is a fabrication as well. Theater historian 

Silvija Jestrovic argues that through his Verfremdungseffekt Brecht “aestheticized politics.” For further 

discussion see Silvija Jestrovic, Theatre of Estrangement: Theory, Practice, Ideology (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2006), 97-98.   
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Massnahme (1930).74 The Verfremdungseffekt desired that the audience not passively 

lose itself in the character created by the actor.75 Instead of submerging the viewer into 

the scenic action of the play, Brecht’s epic theater envisioned the viewer as a conscious 

critical observer and the performance was intended to awaken within the audience a 

desire for political action by appealing to reason, rather than passive emotional 

involvement.76 According to Brecht, the audience members should understand the world 

in which they really live and not be simply drawn into the plot.77 To avoid the 

hypnotizing effect of the dramatic theater, Brecht’s concept of epic theater emphasized 

“reportage” structure rather than conventional plot. This meant that the sequence of 

events was narrated “without artificial restrictions as to time, place, or relevance to a 

formal ‘plot’” and that the actors could directly address the audience, without pretending 

to be the characters.78 Writing about the performance by Helen Weigel (1900-1971) in his 

production of Die Mutter, Brecht gave the following positive characteristic: 

In the first scene the actress stood in a particular characteristic attitude in the 

center of the stage, and spoke the sentences as if they were in the third person; 

and so she not only refrained from pretending in fact to be or to claim to be 

                                                   

74 The differences between dramatic and epic theaters were outlined by Brecht in the essay “The Modern 

Theatre is the Epic Theatre,” published in 1930. Brecht used the term Verfremdungseffekt for the first time 

in an essay, Verfremdungseffekte in der chinesischen Schausspielkunst, which he wrote after attending a 

performance by a Chinese actor Mei Lan-fang in Moscow in 1935 (Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theater: the 

Development of an Aesthetic, ed. John Willett (Methuen: Hill and Wang, 1964), 37, 99).  
75 John J. White, Bertolt Brecht’s Dramatic Theory (Rochester: Camden House, 2004), 93.  
76 Sergei Tretyakov, “Bertolt Brecht,” Liudi odnogo kostra (People of the same fire), in Dokumental’naia 

proza [Documentary prose] (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1991), 338. 
77 Willett, The Theater of Bertolt Brecht, 166-167. The “reportage” structure was employed earlier by 

Piscator, who used technology, such as photograph and film montages, as part of theatrical action. Brecht 

used Piscator’s methods, but on a smaller scale (Willett, 114-115).  
78 Ibid., 168-169; 174-176.  
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Vlassova (the Mother), and in fact to be speaking those sentences, but actually 

prevented the spectator from transferring himself to a particular room, as habit 

and indifference might demand, and imagining himself to be the invisible eye-

witness and eavesdropper of a unique intimate occasion. Instead what she did was 

openly to introduce the spectator to the person whom he would be watching 

acting and being acted upon for some hours.79   

 

 Yuzhanin had similar desires for the Blue Blouse audiences, and part of his 

theatrical method of estrangement involved eschewing personalized costumes. The Blue 

Blouse actors also often transparently performed multiple roles in a single performance, 

helping the audience to avoid being taken in by theatrical illusion. Furthermore, each 

portion of the Blue Blouse performance was independent of the preceding and following 

acts; this lack of connection between acts was an idea also embraced by Brecht. 

Yuzhanin, like Brecht, sincerely believed that his theater project was the future of 

proletarian theater.80 The two men not only knew each other (Brecht attended Blue 

Blouse performances in Germany), but contemporaries noted the connection between 

their ideas. One such contemporary, Soviet writer and poet Varlam Shalamov, believed 

that while Yuzhanin had “multiple, artistically new principles, he was unable to 

generalize, develop, and bring them to the international arena. This was done by Brecht—

credit and praise to him!”81 

                                                   

79 Brecht, “Indirect Impact of the Epic Theater (Extracts from the Notes to Die Mutter), in Brecht on 

Theater: the Development of an Aesthetic, ed. and trans. John Willett (Methuen: Hill and Wang, 1964), 58-

59.  
80 Dimitriev, 44.  
81 Shalamov, “Boris Yuzhanin,” 251. 
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Yuzhanin’s living newspaper did introduce new theatrical performance concepts. 

Blue Blouse combined many artistic forms in a single performance—singing, poetry, 

dancing, acrobatic tricks, puppetry and mask theater—to tell their stories, often in a 

humorous, satirical way. Furthermore, although Yuzhanin did allow for a professional 

exemplary group and utilized the talents of several well-known Soviet actors, the 

overwhelming majority of the performers in the Blue Blouse theaters, especially in those 

outside of Moscow, were not professional actors. This meant that all of the performers 

faced greater challenges with the diverse artistic forms, as even a non-professional 

performer had to be able to sing, dance, act in various styles, and possess a clear speaking 

voice. Perhaps because of these circumstances, the early days of Blue Blouse were 

characterized by poor acting, diction, and singing, as well as by a paucity of well-written 

repertoire.82 In 1924, however, some of the Soviet Union’s most prominent writers and 

poets, including Osip Brik (1888-1945), Mayakovsky, and Tretyakov became involved in 

the creative process of the Moscow Blue Blouse groups, providing fresh repertoire. 

Difficulties in performance, however, remained. By the time Blue Blouse had come to the 

end of its third year, the critic Iving’s earlier enthusiasm had given way to something 

much more subdued. The Blue Blouse method of text delivery, wrote the author in 1926, 

“has little success in most cases. Acrobatic and dance elements distract the audience from 

the text. The movement does not correspond to the word. The text of current hot-topic 

                                                   

82 Dmitriev, 42-43.  
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chastushkas83 is ‘swallowed’ by the performers.”84 At the same time, Iving maintained 

that certain satirical numbers were “stronger” in performance, due to the involvement of 

professional writers and actors in the theater.85 The involvement of professionals was also 

evident through the establishment of the Blue Blouse journal. From 1924 until 1928, in 

addition to reporting on the theater’s activity, the journal published new repertoire, 

including suggested music for performances. Notably, in the first editions of the journal, 

the authors and composers of sketches, skits, oratorios, etc., did not sign their works. 

These early efforts demonstrated that the writers, like the performers, desired to be 

perceived collectively. The practice of writing as a collective further connected the Blue 

Blouse to Brecht and his ideas. Writer Sergei Tretyakov, who wrote for the Blue Blouse 

and knew Brecht on a personal level, emphasized that Brecht’s plays were often signed 

by a group of people, and this was “a footprint of the special manner in which Brecht 

worked on his plays.”86 Shalamov noted, however, that the Blue Blouse practice of 

anonymity did not last. He described the general format of the Blue Blouse program as 

follows: 

Fifteen, twenty people, dressed in blue shirts, act out sketches, skits, oratorios 

before the audiences. They would come on stage singing a march, turning any 

space into a stage. “Blue Blouse” served the modern age: it criticized embezzlers, 

                                                   

83 Chastushka-a traditional Russian four-line comic and satirical verse, often performed with the aid of folk 

instruments, such as balalaika and accordion.   
84 V. Serpuhovskii (one of the pseudonyms of V. Iving), “Siniaia bluza,” typescript, 1927. Fund no. 2694, 

inventory 1, RGALI.  
85 Ibid.  
86 Tretyakov, “Bertolt Brecht,” 333. The collaborative working methods of Brecht are also stressed and 
discussed in Fredric Jameson’s Brecht and Method (London: Verso), 10.  
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money-grabbers, and, in oratorios, disputed with Chamberlain on international 

policies. After serious material came entertainment—a feuilleton, a short 

sketch…. All in tempo, to music.87   

 

The authors and performers attempted to reenact and interpret the contemporary 

socio-political reality and, at the same time, entertain the audience. The precise 

relationship that should exist between the two components of performance—agitation and 

entertainment—however, was constantly debated, as activists struggled between the 

competing goals of ensuring the public’s attention and raising political class 

consciousness. In Revolutionary Acts, historian Lynn Mally notes that living newspapers 

were faced with the same challenges as the filmmakers of the time who sought to make 

their art more entertaining and attractive. “Their work looked too much like bourgeoisie 

cabaret,” according to Mally, and this resemblance was a significant problem for zealous 

critics.88 The communist activists in Germany debated similar issues, as they aspired to 

educate the public on communist ideals, but also realized the necessity of entertainment. 

The desire to use entertainment as a propaganda tool pushed for the development of 

agitational theater in Germany.   

                                                   

87 Пятнадцать –двадцать человек, одетых в синие блузы, разыгрывают перед зрителями сценки, 

скетчи, оратории. Выходили они под марш, превращая любую площадку в сцену. «Синяя блуза» 

служила современности: по газетному била растратчиков, хапуг и в ораториях –по международной 

политике, вступала в диспут с Чемберленом. За серьезным материалом шел развлекательный –

фельетон, короткий скетч... Все в темпе, под музыку. Varlam Shalamov, “Dvadtsatye gody: zametki 

studenta MGU” [The twenties: notes of the MGU’s [Moscow State University, Y.L.] student], in 

Vospominaniia [Recollections] (Moscow: Olimp, 2001), 31. 
88 Lynn Mally, Revolutionary Acts: Amateur Theater and the Soviet State, 1917-1938, 72.  
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In Berlin Cabaret, historian Peter Jelavich discusses the attempts by the German 

communist theater enthusiasts to redefine the cabaret, a form of entertainment that 

blossomed during the early days of the Weimar Republic. Jelavich wrote that, in 1924, 

Piscator, at the request of the KPD, had created a communist entertainment—the Red 

Revel Revue (Revue Roter Rummel)—“which used short numbers derived from cabaret 

and variety shows to promote Communist ideals.”89 In addition to the dancing, singing, 

and sketches in the style of Blue Blouse, Piscator incorporated two projectors with 

political slides and drawings into his Red Revel Revue.90 In a departure from the methods 

of the Soviet living newspaper and its later German counterparts, Piscator used a single 

element to unify his show in the form of two characters, one proletarian and one 

bourgeois, who each commented on the stories presented in the show from their own 

class perspectives.91 At the end of the show, Piscator included a bourgeoisie cabaret to 

“illustrate the tastelessness and decadence of middle-class entertainment,” making the 

performance even more attractive to his audience in the process. The goal of the Red 

Revel Revue, however, was similar to that of the Blue Blouse: not only to educate the 

proletariat in the communist ideas, but also to encourage political action. The workers 

were encouraged to join the KPD and the Red Front Fighting League (Roter 

Frontkämpfer Bund), and to subscribe to the Rote Fahne, among other activities, thus 

                                                   

89 Peter Jelavich, Berlin Cabaret (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press), 211.  
90 See also John Willet, The Theatre of Erwin Piscator (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, Inc., 

1979), 51.  
91 Jelavich, 211-214.  
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improving the prospects of a German revolution.92 The Blue Blouse used similar means 

in the context of a revolution that had already happened. This was paradoxical, because 

the Revolution occurred even though the proletarian class had remained ideologically 

uneducated. The Soviet living newspapers were essentially playing catch-up with the 

reality on the ground. Meanwhile, inspired by Piscator’s Red Revel Revue, the various 

communist organizations, particularly the KJVD (Kommunistischer Jugendverband 

Deutschlands or the Communist Youth League of Germany), began organizing their own 

theatrical groups. The most famous of these, led by actor and director Maxim Vallentin 

(1904-1987), was the First Agitational Troupe of the KJVD. The company’s first show, 

Hände weg von China! (Hands off China!), presented in 1927, called for international 

solidarity with Chinese proletarians as they struggled against Western involvement. After 

the Blue Blouse visit in 1928, Vallentin renamed the First Agitational Troupe of the 

KJVD, calling it the “Red Megaphone.” It must be noted that the connection between 

social issues and art was not unique to communist agitation. The idea that art needed to 

be responsive to and in communication with social events was expressed in the concept 

of Zeitoper and works of Weil, Hindemith, and Krenek, albeit in somewhat less political 

terms. In Zeitoper, according to Susan Cook, “composers tried to incorporate as many 

attributes of contemporary life into all facets of the operatic production as possible, thus 

                                                   

92 Jelavich, 213.  
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attempting to eliminate the gap between composer and community.”93 The performers of 

“Red Megaphone” also referenced and incorporated contemporary events and popular 

entertainment, but through the lens of communist ideology.  

The performance format of the Red Megaphone was similar to that of their Soviet 

counterparts: short numbers, centered on current issues, but not necessary connected by a 

single thematic thread. The Germans were faced with the same dilemma of balancing 

agitation and entertainment. German communists were also forced to compete with 

bourgeois entertainment. Writer Georg W. Pijet (1907-1988), for example, claimed that 

the cabaret acts, while useful for drawing the audiences away from their opponents, were 

inadequate to the task of addressing the most important and serious problems, such as 

strikes, solidarity, and the fight with the church.94 Pijet suggested that a serious 

proletarian drama should be developed to respond to these issues;95 the more serious tone 

of the drama would, presumably, ensure the ideological purity of the message and would 

indoctrinate the working class. As discussed in the previous chapter, the German 

Workers’ Theater League was charged with the regulation of agitational troupe 

repertoire. Despite these regulatory actions, many agitational groups maintained relative 

autonomy and continued to utilize a humorous cabaret-like structure. As a result, the 

                                                   

93 Susan Cook, Opera for a New Republic. The Zeitopern of Krenek, Weil, and Hindemith (Ann Arbor: 

UMI Research Press, 1988), 4, 21.   
94 Georg W. Pijet, “Rotes Kabarett oder proletarisches Drama?” reprinted in Deutsches Arbeitertheater, 

1918-1933: Ein Dokumentation, edited Ludwig Hoffmann and Daniel Hoffmann-Ostwald (Berlin: 

Henschelverlag, 1961), 276-277.  
95 Ibid., 277.  
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audience often remembered only the entertainment techniques of agitprop performances. 

According to Jelavich, the communists soon realized that “the humor could outweigh the 

political message.”96 For ideological purists this loss of message was an obvious problem. 

Proletarian performers were supposed to think critically about the art they were making, 

so that the ideology would dominate all other components of the performance. The 

German agitational groups were not the only ones to come under scrutiny for this sort of 

failing: the Blue Blouse also faced criticism regarding the purity of its ideological 

message.  

Musical accompaniment, the prime contributor to the entertainment quality of the 

performance, was often at the center of the ideological debate, as evidenced by the press 

reviews of the time. For the modern scholar, however, these reviews provide significant 

analytical challenges, as changing politics blurred the distinction between genuine artistic 

criticism and veiled political commentary, particularly in the Stalinist thirties. To 

acknowledge the shortcomings of the Blue Blouse is not to imply that these weaknesses 

were the reason for the short life of the genre; the theater’s disbandment was caused 

principally by the changing political climate. Faced with growing animosity in the 1930s, 

the Blue Blouse never had a chance to overcome its shortcomings. Over the span of 

several years, the reviews do, however, reveal the problems with the Blue Blouse, as 

identified by those dedicated to the search for the ideal proletarian art.  
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Perhaps the most notable of Blue Blouse’s failings was the lack of original music suitable 

for the living newspaper’s theatrical portrayals. While performances included group 

singing of well-known mass songs, the music accompanying theatrical skits lacked 

originality. More often than not, the musical accompaniment was chosen from pre-

existing popular tunes—a practice which was severely criticized by proletarian music 

activists.97 What was worse, the Blue Blouse recycled melodies that were, by communist 

standards, of questionable origin. At the beginning, the Blue Blouse did not hide its 

practice of musical borrowing. For example, the very first publication of the Siniaia bluza 

journal provided both texts for sketches and suggestions of specific folk and popular 

tunes to which the texts should be performed. In addition, the journal’s “Methodical 

Instructions” stated that if the tune is not suggested, then the texts can be sung to any 

“street” motif.98 Theater historian Yuri Dmitriev noted that often, as a result, “while the 

text told of the Soviet State’ victories, the pianist was belting out a motif borrowed from 

the operetta ‘Silva.’”99 To combat this problem, Blue Blouse composers eventually began 

publishing short “character” melodies, appearing in the back of most issues of Siniaia 

bluza, which could be incorporated into the act. Example 3.1 demonstrates a few of these 

melodies, as published in the April 1927 issue of the Siniaia bluza journal. Although 

                                                   

97 See Chapter Two, pp. 50-53. 
98“Metodicheskie ukazaniia k postanovke ghivoi gazety” [Methodical instructions to the staging of a living 

newspaper], Siniaia bluza, no. 1 (1924): 8.  
99 Dmitriev, Teatral’naia Moskva: 1920-ye gody [Theatrical Moscow: 1920s] (Moscow: Gosudarstvenny’ 

institut iskustvoznaniia, 2002), 44. “Silva” is a Russian title of the Emmerich Kalman’s operetta The 
Riviera Girl, about a successful cabaret performer.  
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some melodies were signed by the composers, the samples in this example were 

unsigned.100 No. 7 in the example is an “everyday choir song.” The note for No. 8 

indicates that this is a fast melody “for parodies.” No. 9 is a slow melody for a “positive 

female” character, while No. 10 is a quick melody for “finales.”  

 

 

Example 3.1: “Sample Melodies,” Siniaia bluza, no. 7-8 (April, 1927), 78. 

 

                                                   

100 Konstantin Listov (1900-1983), one of Blue Blouse’s most active composers, signed his published 
melodies.  



 

 

147 

The primitive style of the sample melodies could hardly be considered new 

revolutionary music. While they do not borrow from specific popular songs, the melodies 

have a folk-like quality, with no interval larger than a 6th, a predominance of a step-wise 

motion, and uncomplicated rhythms. Since these publications did not offer anything 

musically new, the practice of setting new words to the pre-existing popular tunes never 

stopped. Reporting on his 1931 trip to the Ural region, Soviet musicologist Yuri Keldysh 

(1907-1995) complained that although the living newspaper of a local peat bog 

development factory incorporated famous revolutionary songs, most of the material for 

the musical accompaniment consisted of “‘popular’ songs.”101 The German living 

newspapers, which grew in popularity after the Blue Blouse visit, employed a similar 

tactic.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, German communist theorist Paul Weiss 

was especially critical of the practice, common in Germany’s choral societies, of setting 

revolutionary texts to the pre-existing bourgeois melodies. The German communist living 

newspapers were guilty of such practices as well, Weiss said in 1930. Despite criticism 

from ideological purists, the agitational theater continued to incorporate popular and folk 

tunes in order to make their program more appealing to their working-class audiences. 

Unlike their Russian counterparts, German agitational groups had an important asset in 

                                                   

101 Yuri Keldysh, Massovaia muzykal’naia rabota na Urale [Mass music work in Ural region] (Moscow: 
Gosudartvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1931), 6.  
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Hanns Eisler, who wrote original mass songs for major agitational groups. Eisler wrote 

the music for the Red Megaphone’s opening march as well as the chief song of the Ten 

Years of the Comintern show (Das Komintern). This song, analyzed in the fifth chapter, 

was interjected into the text of the show, and was later picked up by Ernst Busch, who 

made it one of his most popular numbers. Eisler also wrote music for another living 

newspaper: Der Rote Wedding (Red Wedding, named after one of Berlin’s working-class 

neighborhoods). Eisler’s Der Rote Wedding became the signature song for Red Wedding 

and was also later popularized by Busch. New songs by Eisler gave the German living 

newspapers a musical edge over their Soviet counterparts.  

 

3.3.2 When the East Meets the West 

Musical accompaniment for performances remained an issue during the Blue Blouse tour 

of Germany in 1927. Reviewers friendly to the genre complained about the lack of 

musical originality. A critic in the October 8th, 1927, issue of Berlin’s 8-Uhr Abendblatt, 

first praised Blue Blouse’s simplicity, and then added: 

One thing that surprised me in last night’s performance was the new Russian 

youth, which despite Stravinsky and Mussorgsky did not find a defined, moving, 

stirring the blood, well-suited expression for their convictions. Their melodies—

are the melodies of yesterday.102  

 

                                                   

102 8-Uhr Abendblatt, October 8th, 1927. Reprinted in Fond 627, Sobranie materialov po teatru Siniaia 

bluza [Collection of materials on the Blue Blouse theater], Gosudarstvennyi teatral’nyi muzei imeni A.A. 

Bakhrushina (Bakhrushin State Central Theater Museum), Moscow (hereafter cited as Central Theater 
Museum).   
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The program of the Blue Blouse performances in Germany, dedicated to the tenth 

anniversary of the October Revolution, made clear what perceptions the living newspaper 

desired to cultivate around itself, the Soviet reality, and the world. The nineteen-part 

program was organized as follows:  

Introduction: a parade of the entire troupe on stage 

A parade of the Soviet press, including colorful figures, banners, and gymnastic 

movements  

A sketch on events in China 

Gymnastics, including a parody on sport, dance, and boxing achievement records  

Sketch: Ford and us. Henry Ford receives news on the radio about a partial introduction 

of Fordism in the factories of the USSR 

Celebration of the tenth anniversary of the October Revolution and its achievements in 

economics and culture 

The Red Army: a sketch of the military exercises 

The activities and accomplishments of the IAH (Internationale Arbeiter-Hilfe or Workers 

International Relief) in the last five years  

A jazz band  

For the new life style: a demonstration of the new life in the USSR 

A friendly parody of the meeting of the People’s Commissars in the USSR 

A parody of western European dances  

Russian-style dances: a new form 

The new songs of the USSR 

A solo harmonica number (folksong with harmonica) 

After Hours: singing and dancing 

Songs and dances of the working women 

Peasant women (based on the pictures by Maliavin) 

Short satirical songs (designed to show the Russian village not in the stereotypical “à la 

russe” style of backward peasants, but to demonstrate the village of the new Russia) 

Electrification of the USSR 

Introduction of the new metric system in the USSR 

Puppets 

Lubok103 (puppets made from paper) 

Toys (drafts of costumes of the domestic industries of the Tula region) 

                                                   

103 Lubok- a Russian print, characterized by simple graphics and narratives from literature, religious stories, 
and, later, agitation.  
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Singing of the Matrosen von 1918/19104 with acrobatic exercises and dance105  

 

 

Naturally, the accomplishments of the Soviet State were the primary focus of the 

program. By demonstrating the Revolution’s achievements, the Blue Blouse provided a 

unique example of communism in action. Yuzhanin, who kept a diary throughout the 

Blue Blouse German tour, wrote, “It is so joyful that German workers (and the 

bourgeoisie) view us as the representatives of the Soviet regime.”106 Adopting this 

mission of representing the Soviet Union fundamentally changed the function of the 

living newspaper. At home, the Blue Blouse was still in the process of educating workers 

about the new political reality, but abroad it had to present a finished product—an 

ideologically united country. Even the folk traditions of dance, singing, and craft—

according to the program—had been redone in an ideologically-correct style and were 

presented as homogenous representations of the new Russia.  

Yuzhanin worried, however, that due to the variety of numbers in the program, his 

group would be compared with performing groups of Russian immigrants, such as the 

cabaret-theater Siniaia ptitsa (“Blue Bird”), or the Don Cossacks Choir (comprised of 

former White Army officers). How, asked Yuzhanin, can we deliver Europe from the 

                                                   

104 Also known in German as Rote Matrosen. This song is known in Russian as Vpered, krasnoflottsy 

[Forward, Red Sailors]. Music by Klimentii Korchmarev (1899-1958). Russian words by Aleksandr 

Bezymianskii. German words by Helmut Schinkel. Composed in 1926.  
105 “‘Die Blaue Bluse,’” reprinted in Deutsches Arbeitertheater, 1918-1933: Ein Dokumentation, edited 

Ludwig Hoffmann and Daniel Hoffmann-Ostwald (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1961), 227-228.  
106 Boris Yuzhanin, “Siniaia bluza v Germanii” [Blue Blouse in Germany], diary, October 7, 1927, Fond 
627, Central Theater Museum.   
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thought that these groups “are the representatives of today's Russia?”107 Yuzhanin was 

rightfully concerned, as several German papers did, in fact, compare the Blue Blouse 

performances with the Blue Bird cabaret. The comparison happened primarily for two 

reasons. First, the performances were entirely in Russian, except for the short 

introductions provided by the local emcee, P. Nikolaus. Since many of the Blue Blouse 

numbers were sarcastic parodies, the audience probably had a difficult time 

differentiating between parody and a serious representation. A review in Berliner Lokal-

Anzeiger indicated that the public did not understand most of the things that transpired on 

stage, but they did applaud.108 Secondly, since many of the Blue Blouse presentations in 

Germany took place in theaters, and not in factories, the performances were attended by a 

variety of people, not all of whom were sympathetic to the workers’ cause. The Breslauer 

Zeitung, for example, reported that while some members of the public held back, “the 

others, quite inspired, showered Moscow’s artists with ovations.”109 The diversity of the 

audience members was especially evident in the case of the biggest Blue Blouse 

performance at the Piscator-Bühne in Berlin. The Blue Blouse journal noted that, in 

addition to the proletariat, curious members of the bourgeoisie attended this 

performance.110 Though the journal would later claim that the Blue Blouse impressed 

even the suspicious bourgeoisie, the overall success of the performance can be best 

                                                   

107 Boris Yuzhanin, “Siniaia bluza v Germanii,” Oct. 17th, 1927.  
108 Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger, October 8th, 1927. Reprinted in Fond 627, Central Theater Museum.   
109 Breslauer Zeitung, October 7, 1927. Reprinted in Fond 627, Central Theater Museum.   
110 “Siniaia bluza v Germanii” [the Blue Blouse in Germany], Siniaia Bluza, no. 21 (November, 1927), 65.   
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explained by the Blue Blouse’s exoticness. Historian Michaela Bӧhmig suggests that the 

Berlin audience was particularly fond of the singing and dance numbers. The irony of the 

parodies, claims Bӧhmig, was lost on the audience, but the “russische Kolorit” was 

attractive.111 As a result, at least for the bourgeoisie, the Blue Blouse was nothing more 

than a Russian cabaret. A review from the Täglich Rundschau, for example, claimed that 

the Blue Blouse performance was not art, but rather “a happy play that could have existed 

in old Russia, just like it exists now under the banner of the ‘proletarian will.’ The Soviet 

star only gave them a new etiquette.”112 

If, however, the success of the Blue Blouse tour is to be measured by feedback 

from the tour’s primary target—the German communists—then the Soviet living 

newspaper had to be proud of its accomplishments. The German communist press raved 

over the Blue Blouse performances. “The workers were moved by class unity—they saw 

their lives on stage,” claimed Die Rote Fahne.113 “Your language, dear comrades,” wrote 

Max Rudert of Breslau’s Arbeiter Zeitung to the Blue Blouse performers, “we, of course, 

could not understand… But your fists, facial expressions, and your proud eyes spoke in 

the language that every one of us perfectly understands.”114 Yuzhanin, both in his tour 

                                                   

111 Michaela Bӧhmig, Das russische Theater in Berlin, 1919-1931 (München: Verlag Otto Sagner in 

Kommission, 1990), 213.  
112 Täglich Rundschau, October 8th, 1927. Reprinted in Fond 627, Central Theater Museum.   
113 Otto Steinicke, Die Rote Fahne, no. 238 (October 9th, 1927), reprinted in Siniaia bluza, no. 23-24 

(December, 1927), inside cover.  
114 Max Rudert, “Pervoe vystuplenie ‘Sinei bluzy v Germanii: pis’mo vmesto kritiki” [The first 

performance of the ‘Blue Blouse’ in Germany: a letter instead of critique], Arbeiter Zeitung, Breslau 
(October 6, 1927). Reprinted in Siniaia bluza, no. 23-24 (December, 1927), 46.  
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diary and in the Blue blouse journal, wrote that the audience spontaneously sang The 

Internationale after many performances, to show its appreciation and solidarity.115 The 

enthusiasm of German communists was such that the original tour time (October-

November of 1927) was extended for almost a month, until the end of December 1927. 

Furthermore, the IAH (The Workers International Relief)116 sent an official letter to the 

Comintern praising the success of the Blue Blouse, requesting another tour of Germany 

in the spring of 1928, and inviting the group to participate in the International Press 

Exhibition in May of 1928.117 Additionally, the Blue Blouse archive at Moscow’s 

Bakhrushin Central Theater Museum contains documentation of the efforts of American 

sympathizers to bring the Blue Blouse to the United States. Although these other trips 

never took place, the single tour Blue Blouse did take created a long-lasting impression 

on its German comrades.   

In 1929, the Red Megaphone toured the Soviet Union with their program die 

Dritte Internationale (10 Jahre Komintern), 118 which was performed in German and had 

already proven successful in Germany. Instead of presenting unrelated numbers like the 

                                                   

115 Yuzhanin, diary, October 4-10, 1927, Fond 627, Central Theater Museum; Yuzhanin, “’Bluza v gostiakh 

u zapada” [‘Blouse as a guest in the West], Siniaia bluza, no. 23-24 (December 1927), 44.  
116 The IAH (in Rus. Meghrabpom or Meghdunarodnaia rabochaia pomoshch’) was established in 1921 

and based in Berlin. In response to the call by Lenin, the organization was instituted to combat hunger in 

Russia immediately after the Revolution. Later, the organization produced propaganda materials, such as 

films and booklets, to promote the USSR. The organization was disrupted by the Nazis in 1933 and 

abolished in 1935.  
117 “Pis’mo germanskogo meghrabpoma” [A letter from the German Workers International Relief], 1928, 

typed letter, Fund no. 2694, inventory 1, RGALI.  
118 Trans.: The Third International (Ten Years of the Comintern).  
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Blue Blouse had done, the Red Megaphone united its show around a single theme—the 

major events of the Comintern from 1919 until 1929— and structured it as a declamation 

between the choir and individual performers. The program utilized one of the most 

popular devices of German agitational theater, der Sprechchor (speaking choir), in which 

the text is recited by a group rather than by an individual. The Song of the Comintern, 

composed by Eisler, with words by Vallentin and Franz Jahnkel, as well as other mass 

songs, connected the speaking sections. As a result, the action of the show shifted 

between the individual speaker and the speaking choir, with, at times, only half of the 

performers speaking or singing. The program traced the history of the Comintern in 

chronological order and could be divided into the following sections, within which the 

mass songs are listed in bold typeface here: 

The Song of the Comintern 
(1st verse) 

Single Speaker: “1917, November 6th, midnight. Battleship Aurora” (a short dialogue 

between the speaker and the choir) 

Varschavianka119 
(the chorus) 

Declamatory dialogue between the single speaker and the speaking choir: the Soviet State 

(with a poster of Lenin) 

The Song of the Comintern 
(1st verse) 

Single Speaker: Kiel, November 1918 (declamatory dialogue about Karl Liebknecht and 

Rosa Luxemburg, with the posters of both) 

Declamatory shouts about the Kiel uprising 

                                                   

119 Trans. “The Lady of Warsaw.” Though written by a polish Waclaw Swięcicki in 1879, the song became 

extremely popular (in the translation of Gleb Kerzhizhanovsky) in Russia during the 1905 Revolution, and 
in Germany was sung by the socialists and the communists.   
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Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom120 
(1st verse) 

Declamatory dialogue between the single speaker and the speaking choir: call for a 

revolutionary fight, finishing with the announcement of the deaths of Luxemburg and 

Liebnecht. 

The Song of the Comintern 
(2nd verse) 

Single Speaker: We are here, and we will remain here! The group declaims their 

determination to continue the fight despite all circumstances...  

The Song of the Comintern 
(3rd and 4th verse)  

Declamation by the speaking choir: “Despite the national borders, the Comintern 

(International) remains” (poster: “Proletarians of the world, unite!”). Declamation 

dedicated to the First World Congress in March, 1919 and Lenin. 

The Internationale 
(1st stanza) 

Single Speaker: The victory of the proletarian revolution in the entire world is certain. 

The establishing of the International Soviet Republic will come… 

The Song of the Comintern 
(5th verse) 

Declamatory dialogue between the single speaker and the speaking choir: The performers 

bring out a poster of a “Red Calendar,” which demonstrates important communist dates 

from 1919 until 1928. The speakers shout out countries (or regions) and dates of their 

proletarian revolts, beginning with Bavaria and ending with Kongo. 

Single Speaker: In the whole World… 

Half of the choir: Mass Strike! 

The Song of the Comintern 
(1st verse) 

Final declamatory dialogue: calls for class fight in the whole world. 

Single Speaker: Comrades, rise from your seats and pledge with us: to fight and spare 

your lives 

Choir: For the World Revolution! 

Half of the choir: One for all! 

Single Speaker: Long live the Comintern! Long live, the Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics! Long live the Communist Party of Germany!121  

 

                                                   

120 Brüder, zur Sonne, zur Freiheit is a German translation of the Russian revolutionary song Smelo 

tovarishchi v nogu [Brave, Comrades, in Step]. 
121 “Dritte Internationale (10 Jahre Komintern),” Das Rote Sprachrohr, February 1929. Reprinted in 

Deutsches Arbeitertheater, 1918-1933: Eine Dokumentation, edited Ludwig Hoffmann and Daniel 
Hoffmann-Ostwald (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1961): 362-369.  
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If the Blue Blouse program focused primarily on presenting a united communist Russia 

and its accomplishments, then the Red Megaphone made the idea of world revolution and 

solidarity its primary theme. The mass songs, frequently interjected with the spoken text, 

propelled the central theme. All of the songs’ texts called for a fight against the 

proletarian oppressors. The Soviet press particularly praised the unity between the spoken 

text and the musical selections. While the theatrical devices of Red Megaphone were 

similar to those of the Soviet living newspapers, a review in Pravda claimed that Red 

Megaphone’s musical accompaniment was “more logical, coordinated, and measured 

with its disposition.”122  

The relationship between Red Megaphone and the Soviet Union did not end with 

the tour. Upon its return to Germany, Red Megaphone presented a program entitled Für 

die Sowjetmacht (For Soviet Power). Premiering in October of 1930, the lengthy program 

reflected on Soviet accomplishments that had been observed (supposedly) by the group 

during their tour, and compared the Soviet progress with the decadence of German 

political system. “For Soviet Power” became a staple of Red Megaphone’s repertoire and 

was performed in many German cities.123 The program consisted of an introduction, 

followed by three sections, which, similar to the “Ten Years of Comintern,” incorporated 

                                                   

122 Georgii Polianovskii, “Krasnye rupora” [The Red Megaphones], Pravda, No. 206, September 7, 1929. 
123 “Fur die Sowjetmacht,” in Deutsches Arbeitertheater, 1918-1933: Ein Dokumentation, edited Ludwig 
Hoffmann and Daniel Hoffmann-Ostwald (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1961), 147.  
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individual declamation, speaking choir, and singing. In the introduction, the group 

praised the Soviet Theater of Working-Class Youth (Teatr rabochei molodezhi or TRAM, 

an organization similar to the German KJVD) and Komsomols (members of the Soviet 

Communist Youth Movement). Part I, entitled “From Civil War to Socialist 

Construction,” included a sketch about a worker who was uninterested in building 

socialism and was eventually scorned by others, as well as a sketch and songs about 

Soviet farm policies. In addition, the first part criticized the Young Plan, a program that 

imposed heavy reparations on Germany after WWI. In the second part, entitled “Social 

and Cultural Life of Soviet Citizens,” the group praised the equal rights of women and 

the education of children and peasants in the Soviet Union, and contrasted these 

achievements with Germany’s practices. The final part, “Defense of the Soviet Union,” 

asserted the determination of the Red Army and declared support for the Soviet Union.  

Musically, the troupe took a different approach. In the description of the program 

published in 1931, the Red Megaphone stated that the first and the second parts 

exclusively incorporated “Russian melodies” related to the action, and that the third part, 

by contrast, used melodies composed collectively by all members of the group. This 

meant that instead of utilizing the troupe’s composers, the group members all gathered 

around the piano and composed the melodies together.124 The entire program of “For 

                                                   

124 “Enstehung des Programms,” Arbeiterbühne und Film, January 1931: 9. Reprinted in Deutsches 

Arbeitertheater, 1918-1933: Eine Dokumentation, edited Ludwig Hoffmann and Daniel Hoffmann-Ostwald 
(Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1961), 510.   
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Soviet Power” was published as a special edition of the Das Rote Sprachrohr magazine 

in October of 1930. The publication primarily included text, with infrequent musical 

accompaniment, which, when provided at all, consisted of only one voice. No 

instructions as to how these songs should be performed were included in the publication. 

In the first two parts of the program, the authors did not shy away from setting new 

politically-appropriate words to the pre-existing Russian folk tunes. Example 3.2 

compares one instance of such borrowing. Example 3.2a is the original folk tune Vo sadu 

li, v ogorode (Whether in the Garden or in the Orchard). The text speaks of a girl who is 

being courted by a young man who offers her many expensive gifts. Example 3.2b (Die 

Augen und die Ohren or The Eyes and the Ears) is musically almost identical to the 

original (2a), but with new words, created by the Red Megaphone, to tell about the 

changing life in the USSR. As demonstrated in the following chapter, despite the 

opposition from cultural purists, the practice of adapting old tunes to fit new lyrics was 

widespread beyond agitational theater.  
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Vo sadu li, v ogorode 

Devitsa guliala, 

Nevelichka, kruglolichka, 

Rumianoe lichko. 

Whether in the garden or in the orchard 

A girl was walking.  

Not tall, with a round face, 

Rosy-faced. 

 
Example 3.2a: Whether in the Garden or in the Orchard (melody and the first verse)125 

 

 

Die Augen und die Ohren auf, 

Hӧrt zu, ihr lieben Leute: 

Des Sowjetbürgers Lebenslauf 

Ist Kampf und Lebensfreude! 

The eyes and the ears, 

Listen, dear people:  

The Soviet citizens’ life  

Is fight and joy! 

 
Example 3.2b: The Eyes and the Ears (melody and the first verse)126 

 

                                                   

125 “Vo sadu li, v ogorode” [Whether in the Garden or in the Orchard], in Russkie narodnue pesni: melodii i 

teksty [Russian folk songs: melodies and texts] (Moscow: Muzyka, 1987), 111.  
126 “Die Augen und die Ohren,” Das Rote Sprachrohr (October 1930, Special edition) (Berlin: A. Golke, 

1930): 16. Due to the copying restrictions of the German National Library, the song had to be retyped for 
this project.  



 

 

160 

 

The same changing political climate in Germany and in the Soviet Union that 

influenced the career of Ernst Busch played an equally significant role in the fate of 

agitational theater. By the early 1930s, the Blue Blouse was being harshly criticized by 

the Soviet press, which, without offering any evidence, asserted that the organization was 

“isolated from the working society.”127 Despite the group’s previously discussed musical 

shortcomings, it is clear that the criticism was primarily the result of the changing 

trajectory in the politics of art. The Socialist Realism doctrine, instituted in 1932, in 

addition to calling for the glorification of the socialist state, recognized the role of 

traditional artistic forms, thus opposing the experimental model of living newspapers and 

their overt agitation. Socialist Realism also maintained that the arts must address 

themselves to the population at large, and not to a specific segment of society. By these 

measures, agitational theater, which targeted itself primarily to the proletariat, had no 

place in the new artistic policy. As a result, by 1932, Blue Blouse ceased operation. By 

that time, Yuzhanin had already served time in labor camps in the Northern Urals for  

attempting to leave the Soviet Union illegally.128 The change in the internal cultural 

politics also meant a change in Soviet foreign artistic propaganda. Growing Soviet 

control of the Comintern’s activities directly influenced Comintern cultural policy; the 

                                                   

127 Dmitriev, 62.   
128 Shalamov, “Dvadtsatye gody: zametki studenta MGU,” 33.  
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affiliate of the Comintern, the International Revolutionary Theater Union,129 established 

in Moscow in 1929, attempted to discourage agitprop methods among foreign communist 

theater organizations. According to Lynn Mally, however, communist theater 

organizations around the world continued to utilize agitprop, despite Soviet efforts. In the 

Western context, writes Mally, agitational theater groups were “mobile, inexpensive, and 

well-suited for situations in which performers needed to avoid the police. Their simple 

didacticism left no doubt of the political message being conveyed.”130 Such was certainly 

the case in Germany, where agitational troupes continued to perform until the Nazis 

seized power.  

 In addition to the internal threat agitational theater faced because of changing art 

policy, an external threat was posed by political events. As mentioned earlier, Soviet 

control over the Comintern contributed to the lack of cooperation between the German 

communist party and the social democrats (SPD). At home, agitprop troupes continued to 

view the SPD as the primary threat to the revolution, often ignoring the growing 

possibility of Nazi takeover.131 After 1933, it became extremely difficult for communist 

                                                   

129 The International Revolutionary Theater Union was known in Russian as Mezhdunarodnoe ob”edinenie 

revoliutsionnykh teatrov or MORT. The organization existed from 1929-1936, and was first called 

Mezhdunarodnoe rabochee teatral’noe ob”edinenie (MRTO, the International Workers’ Theatrical Union). 

The German name of the organization was der Internationalen Arbeiter-Theater-Bund, later der 

Internationaler Revolutionärer Theater-Bund. The organization’s exclusion of the word “workers” from its 

name in 1932 reflected the turn against targeted agitprop theater.  
130 Lynn Mally, “Exporting Soviet Culture: The Case of Agitprop Theater,” Slavic Review 62, no. 2 

(Summer, 2003): 331. To prove her argument, Mally tells of the 1933 International Olympiad of 

Revolutionary Theater, during which, despite Soviet efforts, many Western communist theaters used overt 

agitation in their performances.   
131 Jelavich, 225-227.  
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agitational theater groups in Germany to remain active. The Red Megaphone ceased its 

activities in 1933, due to the arrest of many members, who were subsequently sent to 

Nazi concentration camps.132 Its leader, Vallentin, immigrated to the Soviet Union, where 

he worked as a radio announcer on the German service of the Moscow radio, and directed 

several German theaters until his return to Germany after the war. Members of the 

agitational theater troupe Kolonne Links (Left Column), led by Wangenheim (director of 

the film “Borzy”), and writer and director Helmuth Damerius (1905-1985), also 

immigrated to the USSR. The activities of the Left Column are beyond the scope of this 

work, because their programs did not usually feature mass songs, but it is important to 

mention that many members of the group—including Damerius, composer Hanns Hauska 

and actor Bruno Schmidtsdorf— were persecuted during the purges of the mid-1930s.133 

Living in the Soviet Union, the members of the agitational theater faced the same threat 

that Busch faced: brutal purges, combined with, by the end of the decade, an 

uncomfortable political intimacy between Hitler and Stalin.  

  Though short-lived as a genre, living newspapers came extremely close to the 

ideal of collective performance. The groups incorporated multiple artistic forms and were 

able to involve non-professionals in the agitational process. The enthusiasm of their 

                                                   

132 In his book Unbroken: Resistance and Survival in the Concentration Camps (New York: Schocken 

Books, 1988), Len Crome traced the fates of several arrested members of the Red Megaphone, focusing in 

particular on the life of Johnny Hüttner, who survived Nazi concentration camps.   
133 Damerius was arrested in 1938 and served over ten years in hard-labor camps. The documents related to 

his charges, imprisonment, and later rehabilitation were published in the 1997 collection Vernite mne 
svobodu!, p.206-218. See full bibliographical information in footnote 43.  
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creators and performers cannot be underestimated. Agitational theaters generally 

struggled financially and were propelled forward by the enthusiasm of the creators, such 

as Yuzhanin in the Soviet Union, and Vallenin in Germany. While trying to educate and, 

at the same time, remain popular, agitational theater struggled to strike a balance between 

agitation and entertainment. This balance was even more difficult to achieve as the 

theater groups traveled abroad and were forced to communicate with foreign audiences.  

 

3.4 Agitating while Entertaining: the Issue of Audience  

 The discussion to this point has primarily focused on the performer-agitators, both the 

individual performers, such as Ernst Busch, and the group performers, the living 

newspapers. Now we turn to what may be the most important component of political 

performance: the receivers of the ideological message—the audience. In the context of 

agitational performances, individual audience members were encouraged to be active, in 

a very particular, collectively-informed way, rather than remaining individualistic and 

passive. The audience was to participate actively in the performance: externally, by 

singing the mass songs with the performers, and internally, by accepting the 

revolutionary message. It has already been demonstrated that the audience’s desires, even 

if ideologically questionable, often influenced the final performance product, as the 

agitators desired popularity and acceptance. Here, I explain the process by which the 

audience helped to define agitational performance. 
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  As discussed in Chapter One, collective singing is a communicative process 

involving both the self and others, in which the message of the song—both textual and 

musical—is constantly reexamined against personal beliefs and collective traditions.  

This process is particularly evident in the performances of Busch, who was aware of 

himself in every gesture and sound, and who was able to involve the audience in the 

performance. The numerous proletarian music organizations took the collective traditions 

and reconsidered, debated, and endeavored to change them (Chapter Two). In this 

dynamic context, in which mass songs have a potential to acquire new meanings even in 

the very process of performance, the line between the performers and audience becomes 

blurred. The propagandistic emphasis of politically-targeted performances makes it easy 

to think of the audience members as merely passive receivers of the message, without any 

say in the content of the performance. The discussion of the German and Soviet 

proletarian performances in this chapter, however, points to the opposite: the changes in 

the audience dictated the changes in the repertoire. Furthermore, the level of success of a 

given proletarian performer or group was determined, in large part, by the performer’s 

ability to accurately judge and effectively adapt to the desires and preferences of the 

audiences; the audience, in this way, wielded undeniable influence. At the same time, the 

didactic purpose of agitational singing and acting meant that even though performers had 

to be influenced by the desires of their audience, they also sought to alter the mindset of 

the audience.   
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In Vnutri musliashikh mirov (Universe of the Mind), Yuri Lotman provides a 

model for viewing the relationship between the text and its readers. Although Lotman 

primarily spoke of written texts, his model can be effectively applied to agitational 

performance, where text is the performance program, and readers are the audiences. 

Lotman stated that much as we are able to reconstruct an author’s position by 

examination of a given text, so can we also derive from the text its ideal reader. The 

image of the ideal reader found in the text affects its actual (real) readers, attempting to 

mold the actual users of the text into the likeness of the ideal reader. The actual readers, 

according to Lotman, also have an influence on the ideal reader, resulting in a “constant 

game of positions” between the text and readers.134 In the case of agitational 

performance, the ideal reader becomes the ideal audience, and the text consists of the 

various components of performance: songs, dances, sketches, etc. In a propagandistic 

setting, the ideal audience is an active audience, willing to abandon its old preferences 

and sincerely receptive to a new ideological message. The activists and agitational 

performers realized, of course, that such an audience is almost non-existent, and they 

were, therefore, faced with an enormous problem: how to present an ideologically-pure 

performance that would simultaneously interest the actual audience and instill the correct 

principles into the minds of those present. A method of achieving the delicate balance 

                                                   

134 Lotman, “Vnutri mysliashchikh mirov” [Universe of the mind], in Semiosphera [Semiosphere], (St. 
Petersburg: Iskusstvo-SPB, 2000), 204.  
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between agitation (the province of the ideal audience) and entertainment (that of the 

actual audience) was never precisely described, and so the search for it remained the 

challenge of the performer-organizers and agitational groups. 

 It is difficult to judge, from this distance in time, to what degree the ideal 

audience was able to imprint, through the performance, on the actual audience. Among 

individual performers, Ernst Busch arguably had the most success presenting the 

revolutionary message with the clearest image of the ideal listener. His performances 

lacked the obvious markers of entertainment, per se; he was not particularly animated, 

did not incorporate theatrical props, and strictly stayed within the serious mass song 

repertoire. Nevertheless, Busch experienced undeniable success, and reports from his 

Soviet performances demonstrated his ability to engage even a foreign audience. Yet, 

even with his more serious and sober delivery, Busch was able to both fulfill the desires 

of his actual audience and deliver the message of the ideal audience. He was a trained 

actor who, through subtle and controlled manipulations of voice, acoustics, and 

movements, had satisfied listeners, and thus, in a broader sense, was able to entertain 

them. The living newspapers, on the other hand, did not shy away from overt 

entertainment—incorporating humor, familiar folk characters, and pre-existing tunes—to 

capture and sustain the audience’s attention. The “presence” of the actual audience was 

evident in the ways the agitational theatrical performances were adjusted in some cases 

and remained the same in other situations, despite criticism from ideological purists.   
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 Agitators in both countries desired to communicate their ideological message with 

audiences at home and abroad. “Communication with another person is only possible if 

there is some degree of common memory between the two,” according to Lotman, 135 so 

in order to apply his model, we must evaluate “common memory,” or shared cultural 

knowledge, between Soviet and German communist performers and their audiences. The 

degree of common memory, according to Lotman, varies from situation to situation, as a 

text addressed to anyone (any non-specific addressee) is fundamentally different from a 

text addressed to a specific person. He says that the text addressed to any addressee is 

abstract and not individual, and its content is minimal. Additionally, since the common 

memory between the addresser and addressee is poor, the message has to be quite 

explicit, otherwise its “silences, rhetoric of hints, and complicated pragmatic-referential 

associations” can be misunderstood.136 On the other hand, in a personal text, only a hint is 

necessary to activate the common memory. As a result, the “language” (understood 

broadly) is altered according to the type of addressee: general or personal. It is helpful to 

view the performances, both at home and abroad, by the Soviet and German agitational 

activists, as communication processes targeted at different types of addressees. During 

the performances in their home countries, the living newspapers incorporated a familiar 

language (common memory) into their performances, by using pre-existing popular and 

                                                   

135 Lotman, “Vnutri mysliashchikh mirov,” 203.  
136 Ibid.  
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folk tunes and familiar forms of delivery. It is important to note, however, that the 

concept of common memory here does not imply that all of the people of a particular 

country share the same set of understandings. People in the same society, then, as now, 

have varied ideals, political views, and entertainment preferences. Instead, common 

memory should be understood as the ability to fully recognize the meaning of a given 

image, character, or sound. By the end of the nineteenth century, both Russians and 

Germans had developed a distinct notion of the “people”: das Volk, in Germany, and 

narod, in Russia. While the precise meanings of the terms can be debated endlessly, the 

mere existence of these words as robust concepts implied a certain commonality amongst 

the people of a given region. 

I posit that the agitational performers had to be explicit in their propaganda, even 

at home, since the Marxist-Leninist ideology was not part of the shared collective 

memory. The activists realized that the majority of their targeted audience members were 

politically illiterate. Presenting new material concealed within familiar pre-existing 

material was a method by which the Blue Blouse appealed to their native audience. 

Abroad, however, the Blue Blouse dealt with a different type of audience: one that was, 

in some sense, less familiar to the performers, yet, due to the longer history of socialism 

and communist movements by the time of its visit, one that was, perhaps, better educated 

in ideological matters. The German audience had not experienced the revolution, while 

the Blue Blouse served as representatives of the revolution’s accomplishments. 

Furthermore, Blue Blouse performances in Germany were attended not only by the 
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proletarians, but also by the bourgeoisie, but the program remained the same regardless 

of the audience. The way that the German audiences received the Soviet performers 

reveals the difficulties encountered by Blue Blouse when trying to find common memory 

with their German counterparts. The majority of the Blue Blouse program in Germany 

consisted of folk-inspired numbers, such as Russian dances in the “new form” and songs 

of the working women. It is fair to assume that the majority of the Germans in the 

audience knew little of Russia’s pre-Revolutionary dancing and singing. As a result, the 

subtle differences between the old and new Russian musical entertainments were not 

evident to them. While the reports suggest that the German audience was interested in the 

performers from the first Soviet state, curious about their “new” entertaining agitation, 

and, in many cases, sympathetic to the revolutionary cause, even the pro-communist 

reporters failed to articulate the specifics of the Blue Blouse performances beyond 

general enthusiasm for their communist counterparts. This does not mean that the Blue 

Blouse tour of Germany failed. With a different audience comes a different set of 

expectations. If the goal of the Blue Blouse was to drum up support for the Soviet Union 

in German communists, and to make a general statement of their country’s 

accomplishments, then the Soviet living newspaper was certainly successful—at least 

enough to trigger a major surge in the German living newspaper activities. A generally 

positive impression was all that Blue Blouse could hope for, since the limited common 

memory and minimal shared context prevented the Soviet group from moving beyond 

general slogans.  
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 Germany’s living newspapers chose to approach the Soviet audiences differently. 

While, during their German tour, the Blue Blouse propagated the Soviet State, the 

German agitational theaters desired to remind the Soviet audience that the communist 

revolution was an international cause that remained unfinished. Their case could not have 

been more urgent: amidst the growing threat of Nazism, the communists were running 

out of time in their quest to bring the revolution to Germany. While the Soviet communist 

party’s policies were increasingly focused on internal matters and Stalin’s interests, the 

German communists were trying to keep the flames of Soviet support alive. Through 

theatrical performance and collective singing, German agitators attempted to define the 

desire for international communism as part of the collective memory between German 

and Soviet communists, making Comintern and international solidarity the central focus 

of their mass songs and slogans while in the Soviet Union. Such was also the case with 

Ernst Busch, who performed many of the same songs as those selected by German 

agitational theatrical groups. The desire to evoke a common sense of international 

struggle also explains why Red Megaphone incorporated relatively old revolutionary 

songs—such as Varshavianka, and Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom—into their act. The 

Soviet audience most certainly knew these songs and, at least in theory, could identify 

with the struggles of their German counterparts. Not surprisingly, at home, Red 

Megaphone made different audience-related performance choices. The primary goal of 

the For Soviet Power program was to use the Soviet Union as a backdrop for articulating 
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the specifics of current German problems, thus evoking a common memory of economic 

struggles among the German working class.  

 The issue of collective memory is particularly significant in the adaptation of 

borrowed songs to fit a new context. The next two chapters focus on mass songs that 

German and Soviet communists borrowed from each other. The lack of common memory 

between German and Soviet audiences is evident in textual and musical alterations that 

the respective translators and arrangers had to consider. As the actual audience changed, 

so did the characteristics of the ideal audience presented in each song. Furthermore, the 

changes in mass songs point to significant differences in political priorities between the 

German and Soviet communist parties, particularly in the 1930s. 
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4. Singing for a Revolution: the Early Soviet Weimar Song 

Exchange 

 

As the previous chapter has demonstrated, the theoretical ideal cherished by communist 

music enthusiasts of creating a completely new, ideologically-pure performance was not 

always realized in practice. Based on the varied desires of their domestic and foreign 

audiences, the agitational theatrical groups, in particular, had to compromise their pure 

political principles by employing ideologically-questionable methods, including adapting 

pre-existing folk songs and dances, and resorting to overtly entertaining agitation. The 

performance methods changed based on location and audience, at home or abroad. The 

presentation of communism as an international cause was the primary theme of the 

German performances in the Soviet Union. As the Soviet Union’s political trajectory 

shifted inward from concern with the international cause in the 1920s to Stalinist nation-

building in the 1930s, so did the theme of the Soviet political performances abroad; 

Soviet agitational theater groups began to herald the accomplishments of the Soviet state 

and to endeavor to ensure international support for their country. Having already 

considered the differences and similarities in the performance methods of German and 

Soviet communists, it is also necessary to examine the songs that achieved popularity that 

transcended the geographical and political boundaries between the two countries. 

The published musical scores that were in circulation during the 1920s and 1930s 

provide unique insights into the musical politics of Germany and the Soviet Union at that 
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time and highlight the general differences between the political goals of the 

socialists/communists in the two countries. In this chapter, I consider more than just the 

musical and verbal components of a score; in this analysis, the score is but one part of a 

larger semiotic space, encompassing many components, including the personal artistic 

choices and political desires of the composers, lyricists and translators of the genre, at 

least to the degree that those wishes can be determined at this distance in time. Since 

mass songs often took on a life beyond the control or designs of their original authors, the 

personal and political desires of those disseminating the songs, as well as the 

circumstances surrounding the translation and adoption of a song in a new country, are 

also important aspects of the semiotic space of any given mass song. Finally, the rapidly 

changing socio-political environment in both countries had an effect not only on the 

dissemination of the songs, but also on the physical alterations that the music and text 

would undergo. 

Consideration of this shared mass song repertoire is vital to an understanding of 

the subtleties of the uneasy relationship between German and Soviet communists and 

socialists. Each simple—even, arguably, musically primitive—score concealed a brutal 

ideological power struggle, the results of which affected millions of people and helped to 

shape the development of both nations for many years. The same ideology that dictated 

the fates of the thousands of Russian people who were murdered, sent to hard labor, or 

forced to relocate also bitterly divided the German working class between the socialists 

and communists, weakened the German resistance to the growing threat of fascism, and 
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resulted in the death or dislocation of millions—often including the songs’ propagators. 

This is precisely why this catchy, repetitive repertoire of mass songs cannot be ignored.   

The songs discussed in this chapter were among those appearing most frequently in the 

preserved song collections at the German and Russian archives and libraries. Based upon 

the evidence that a particular song was republished numerous times in both countries and 

received frequent mentions in the press and other primary sources, it is possible to argue 

that a song had significant popularity and reach among the communists/socialists in both 

the Weimar Republic and the Soviet Union. This chapter first begins with an analysis of 

two songs, which, while neither Russian nor German in origin, were the two most well-

known popular songs in both countries. In the second part, I consider two songs whose 

roots were in Russian folk music, but that became widely used by the German working 

class. The third part considers three songs that were borrowed by both countries from 

each other and which represent the most popular type of mass song—the march. In the 

analysis of these seven songs, I demonstrate the differences and similarities between 

German and Soviet approaches to mass singing and argue for the mutual significance of 

the early mass music exchange between the two countries.  

Before engaging in a discussion of specific songs, it is important to consider some 

general characteristics of the primary sources used in this chapter. The German 

Arbeiterlieder, published by the music associates of the SPD and KPD, usually appeared 
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in pocket-sized books.1 It is important to note that there were no significant differences 

between the early politically-inspired repertoires of the SPD and KPD.2 The lack of 

difference was markedly true in case of foreign mass songs, especially Russian songs. 

The songs of Russian origin discussed in this chapter appeared in both the SPD and KPD 

songbooks. Many of the German songbooks did not include music accompaniment, while 

others provided musical accompaniment only for select songs. One collection, 

Kampfgesang: Proletarische Freiheitslieder, explained that nine out of ten proletarians 

could not read music, so the publishers did not feel the need to provide musical 

accompaniment for songs with tunes that were supposed to be familiar to the workers 

already.3 However, especially in the late 1920s when censorship was rampant, some 

collections included only the musical accompaniment and, instead of texts, provided the 

following note: “Text von Reichsgericht der Deutschen Republik verboten!”4 The 

publishers of Rot Front: Das Neue Liederbuch mit Noten expressed in the preface their 

frustration over their inability to publish words to the “most important” songs in the 

songbook. The preface made reference to Article 118 of the Weimar constitution, which 

was supposed to guarantee freedom of expression to every German and to prohibit 

                                                   

1 Many of these collections can be viewed at the German National Library (Deutsche Nationalbibliothek) in 

Leipzig.  
2 One can compare, for example, the SPD’s Jugend Liederbuch (1921) and the Unserer Lieder (1932) with 

the KPD-sponsored Proletarische Kampf-Lieder (1925). Several songs appear in both parties’ songbooks.  
3 Vorwort, Kampfgesang: Proletarische Freiheitslieder (Berlin: Verlag der KAPD, 1920), 3.  
4 The text is banned by the Supreme Court of the German Republic!  
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censorship. The publishers of this song collection claimed that the overt censorship of 

their texts demonstrated the “nature of the bourgeois democracy.” 5  

In addition to songbooks, many German songs appeared in the communist press, 

particularly in the journal Kampfmusik, which usually included a new song with text and 

melody on the last page of each issue.6 Russian newspapers sympathetic to the 

revolutionary cause also published mass songs on the pages of their editions, much like 

their German counterparts. While the Soviet music journals, such as Proletarskii 

muzykant and Muzyka i revoliuziia, published songs with musical accompaniment, major 

country newspapers, like Pravda and Izvestiia, published the lyrics of mass songs without 

musical notation in almost every issue. However, most songs in the Soviet Union were 

published individually to reduce production costs and to facilitate distribution to the 

working class. Often, the songs were printed on a single sheet, with one side containing 

lyrics and a one- or two-line melody, and the other side featuring slogans calling for the 

spread of collective singing.7 Given the limited financial resources of the early Soviet 

music organizations, it seems reasonable to assume that songbooks containing more than 

one song were published less frequently, and, indeed, examination of the extant materials 

in the Soviet and German archives supports this conclusion.  

                                                   

5 Vorbemerkung, Rot Front: Das Neue Liederbuch mit Noten (Berlin: Verlag Junge Garde, 1927), 3.  
6 More complicated songs, such as those by Eisler, were published with complete piano accompaniment.  
7 Many of these songs are held at the Russian State Library (Rossi’skaia gosudarstvennaia biblioteka) in 
Moscow.  
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The musical examples selected for this chapter are taken almost exclusively from 

publications from the 1920s and 1930s. Looking at the songs as published during this 

specific time, as opposed to the same selections reprinted years later, provides an 

opportunity to identify the important details of the music and the texts during a fixed 

period. Any changes in text and music that occurred within the studied time period can 

then be observed by examining multiple versions of the same song.  

 

4.1 Songs of the International Struggle 

The discussion of the mass song exchange between Germany and the Soviet Union must 

begin with the best-known and most famous mass song among all socialists and 

communists at that time—The Internationale. Written by anarchist and former member of 

the Paris Commune8 Eugène Pottier (1816-1887) in 1871, the poem L'Internationale was 

initially sung to the melody of the French national anthem, La Marseillaise. The title of 

the poem referred to the First International, also known as the International 

Workingmen’s Association (1864-1876), which supported the Paris Commune and aimed 

to unite the various anarchist and Marxist working-class organizations and trade unions. 

In 1888, Pierre De Geyter (1848-1932) set the poem to original music, and the first public 

performance of the new setting took place. While the song had its roots in anarchist 

                                                   

8 The Paris Commune was a government that ruled Paris from March 18th until May 28th of 1871. This was 
an attempt at a working-class rule, and the first example in history of the dictatorship of the proletariat.  
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thought, the song is now largely associated with socialist and communist movements. 

The strong association with socialist and communist causes resulted from the dual roles 

the song played in the early Soviet Union: first as an official anthem of the Russian 

Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR), and then as the official anthem of the 

USSR from 1922 until 1944. 

The Russian translation of The Internationale, undertaken by Soviet poet and 

interpreter Arkadii Kots (1872-1943), first appeared in print in a Russian journal 

published abroad, Zhizn’ (Life), in 1902. The Russian translation consisted of only the 

first, second, and sixth stanzas as well as the refrain of Pottier’s text. According to Soviet 

musicologist Sof’ia Khentova (1922-2002), Lenin himself was eager to assist the 

dissemination of The Internationale among Russia’s working-class population.9 In 1906, 

the song was published in Russia in Pervyi sbornik revoliutsionnyh pesen (the First 

Collection of the Revolutionary Songs), in violation of censorship laws, in an 

arrangement by the set’s collector, Russian pianist and theorist David Chernomordikov 

(1869-1947). Kots’s original translation appeared in the first issue of Pravda on March 

5th (March 18th),10 1917, during World War I, a time of considerably political unrest 

                                                   

9 Sof’ia Khentova, Melodii velikogo vremeni [Melodies of the great time] (Moscow: Muzyka, 1986). 

http://www.norma40.ru/articles/internatsional-v-rossii.htm (accessed October 18, 2012).  
10 The dates prior to 1918 are given according to both Julian (old) and Gregorian (new) calendars, since the 

newspaper provided both dates in its publications. In 1918, the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic officially adopted the Gregorian calendar.  
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within the country.11 A closer look at Pravda demonstrates the popularity of the song in 

pre-revolutionary Russia. The importance of the song is particularly emphasized in 

Pravda’s fifth issue of 1917. On the front page of the issue, author M. Ol’minskii claimed 

that, for the fighting Russian soldiers, The Internationale was just as important as the 

communist red banner. The red banner, writes Ol’minskii, “unites workers of all 

countries and nations,” just as The Internationale is a “dear tune for workers of all 

countries.”12 Furthermore, Ol’minski envisioned the song as a tool that might help bring 

to an end the violent war with Germans: 

Often, in the trenches, the enemies sit so close to each other that the song can be 

heard. If you sing together The Internationale, in many cases, your voices will 

merge with the voices of German or Austrian proletarians, dressed in the soldiers’ 

uniform. The war, of course, cannot be put to end in this way. The war must have 

an organized finish. However, German proletarians, whom Wilhelm’s [Wilhelm 

II] government fills with every sort of lie about the Russians, will feel that the 

Russian soldier is a comrade. This will not only decrease the excessive violence 

of war, but lay the groundwork for a firm, organized peace. The Russian 

Revolutionary Army, in all companies, batteries, squadrons and other groups, 

must learn choral singing of The Internationale. 13  

                                                   

11 The Pravda newspaper had existed prior to 1917. In fact, the newspaper published regular issues from 

April 25th (May 5th), 1912 until June 8th (June 21st), 1914. During that time the newspaper was not the 

official newspaper of the Rossiiskaia sotsial-demokraticheskaia rabochaia partiia (RSDRP, Russian Social 

Democratic Labor Party or Bolshevik Party). It was officially outlawed in 1914. However, in 1917, Pravda 

became the official press agency of the Bolshevik Party, and from 1918 until the fall of the Soviet Union 

was the main newspaper of the country.  
12 M. Ol’minskii, “Krasnoe znamia” [the Red banner], Pravda, March 10 (March 23), 1917.  
13 В окопах часто противники сидят так близко, что песня слышна. Запойте хором 

«Интернационал»,--и во многих случаях ваши голоса сольются в одном хоре с голосами германских 

или австрийских пролетариев, одетых в солдатские мундиры. Этим, конечно, не кончишь войны.  

Война должна закончиться организованно. Но германские пролетарии, которых правительство 
Вильгельма начиняет всякой ложью против русских, почувствуют в русском солдате товарища.  
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While reliance on a song as an implement for ending a war might seem ludicrous 

to a modern reader, Ol’minski’s description of and hope for its usefulness attests to the 

significance of the song and its international appeal at the time. By 1917, the song was 

widely-known amongst the German working class. Songbooks published by the SPD and 

the KPD usually contained two translations of Pottier’s text: one by Emil Luckhardt 

(1880-1914) dating from 1910, and one by Franz Diederich (1865-1921), dating from 

1908. In the 1920s, the 1910 translation by Luckhardt became more popular than 

Diederich’s. However, all translations of the early twentieth century, both Russian and 

German, should be viewed as independent adaptations and interpretations, as they all 

differed from the original and from each other. Each translator, while preserving the 

general idea of the workers’ struggle, used the original text only as a general guideline.  

Appendices A: 1a-1d present several versions of The Internationale. Appendix A: 1a 

provides the entire original text by Pottier with a literal English translation. The text is 

explicit in its call for a complete overthrow of old regimes, and the third stanza clearly 

identifies the enemy: the state, the law, and the rich. The fifth stanza, in particular, tells 

workers to use their arms against “cannibals” and “generals.” While preserving the 

general fighting spirit of the original version, the Russian version toned down the 

violence of the lyrics: the third, fourth and fifth stanzas did not appear in the early 

                                                   

Этим не только уменьшатся излишние жестокости войны, но и подготовится почва к прочному 

организованному миру. Русская революционная армия во всех ротах, эскадронах, сотнях, батареях и 
иных командах должна обучиться хоровому пению «И н т ер н а ц и о н а л а». Ibid.  
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translations at all.14 The Russian version still spoke of tearing down “the world of 

violence,” but did not identify specific enemies. Appendix A: 1b compares the two 

versions of the Russian text by Kots. The first Russian version is the exact text published 

in the first issue of Pravda (1917). The version in the second column is the first official 

anthem of the USSR and was taken from the First Collection of the Revolutionary Songs 

(republished in 1925). While the verses of both versions are largely the same, the chorus 

points to the historical changes in Russia during the 1910s. The Pravda version spoke of 

the revolutionary battle in the future tense: “This will be our final and decisive battle…”; 

the later version used the present tense: “This is our final and decisive battle…”. Thus, 

the 1925 version presents the Russian Revolution as the true revolution of the proletariat 

over its oppressors. This textual change is particularly important since, in its original 

conception, The Internationale was not the anthem of a communist revolution, but rather 

a song of a general struggle by various groups, including both Marxists and anarchists. 

By changing the words of the original text and adopting The Internationale as the official 

musical representation of the state, the USSR, in effect, bestowed a new set of 

associations on the song in the popular imagination, tying it not only to the Russian 

Revolution, but also to Stalinist policies in years to come.  

When The Internationale became ubiquitous in Germany, only the first, second 

and sixth verses were used, which mirrored the shape of the song in Russia. According to 

                                                   

14 Kots translated the other stanzas in 1931, but they were not published until 1937.  
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historian Reinhard Dithmar, the fifth stanza was censored in the early publications of 

both Luckhardt’s and Diederich’s translations, and Luckhardt’s translation was censored 

in its entirety in the 1910s.15 However, the songbooks from the 1920s included the first, 

third and sixth verses of both translations; Luckhardt’s usually appeared at the front of 

the book and Diederich’s somewhere toward the end.16 Unlike the Russian text, which 

framed the struggle as occurring in the present, the German versions portray the fight as a 

necessary future event. Appendices A: 1c and 1d provide the text of selected verses of 

both Luckhardt’s and Diederich’s versions and their literal English translations. For 

comparison, I have also provided the 1937 translation of The Internationale by poet Erich 

Weinert. Weinert was not satisfied with the two earlier translations and created his own 

version that was, he believed, more faithful to the original French text.17 His version, 

however, did not gain significant popularity. Of the older versions, Luckhardt’s 

translation was more popular during the 1910s and 1920s, possibly due to its greater 

readability and easier pronunciations. Textual clarity was particularly important in the 

case of The Internationale, since the song presents several musical challenges.  

 Compared to other mass songs, The Internationale is musically more complex, 

especially for members of the working class, who largely lacked musical instruction. 

                                                   

15 Reinhard Dithmar, Arbeiterlieder 1844 bis 1945 (Neuwied: Herman Luckterhand Verlag, 1993), 222-

223.  
16 Such is the case, for example, in the 1923 Kampf-Lieder (Berlin: Vereinigung Internationaler Verlags-

Anstalten).  
17 Dithmar, 223. 
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Instead of the more common four-line verse form, each verse of The Internationale 

consists of eight lines, and the final four lines of every verse present new melodic 

material. In addition, the song contains numerous leaps. Example 4.1 is a harmonized 

version of The Internationale’s refrain, published in the Soviet Union in 1921. Even 

without harmonization, it is reasonable to assume that the melody could present 

significant challenges for untrained singers. The refrain contains several leaps, such as in 

m. 18 (from F to D above) and mm. 20-21 (from G to E above). In addition, the entire 

piece requires the vocal range of a tenth, which is relatively wide for an untrained singer; 

for example, in the key of C-major, the expected range extends from E above middle C to 

G of the fourth octave. The extended high range is evident in mm. 29-30.   
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Example 4.1: Pierre De Geyter, The Internationale (arranger unknown), mm. 17-3218 

 

Despite the textual and musical challenges presented by The Internationale, the 

song achieved tremendous popularity. I argue that this popularity around the world had to 

do with The Internationale’s role in the collective rituals of the sympathizers of the 

workers’ cause. In Peter Miller’s 2000 documentary The Internationale, activist and 

educator Annette Rubenstein (1910-2007) spoke of The Internationale as rising in the 

                                                   

18 Pierre De Geyter, “Internatsional,” in Sbornik revoliutsionnyh horovyh pesen [Collection of the 
revolutionary songs] (Saratov: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1921), 3.   
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context of clinched fists, party meetings, and demonstrations.19 Other activists 

interviewed, including Spanish War volunteer Bill Susman and activist Dorothy Ray 

Healey (1914-2006), also spoke of singing The Internationale as part of a collective 

event. Bill Susman, for example, recalled thousands of people marching into Union 

Square singing the song together, and his firm conviction that, eventually, the entire 

United States will sing it together.20 It was this type of ritualized use of The 

Internationale that made a tremendous impression on the early singers of the song in 

Germany and the Soviet Union. It aroused in its singers the feeling of belonging to 

something greater, and it awakened a desire for unity. The role of gestures and visual 

symbols—collective marching with lifted fists, and banners carried through busy street—

should not be underestimated when considering the enormous emotional lift conveyed by 

the song. As demonstrated in the third chapter, many performances of the agitational 

theater in Germany and the Soviet Union included singing of The Internationale by the 

audience at the end of each performance. Even outside of the theater, the singing of The 

Internationale became a ritual at many party-related meetings in both countries. 

Ironically, the anarchistic song that called for a complete overthrow of the old world, and 

thus all old traditions, was used in a decidedly traditional way—as a public political 

                                                   

19Annette Rubenstein, The Internationale, directed by Peter Miller, VHS (New York: First Run/Icarus 

Films, 2000).  
20 Bill Susman, in The Internationale.  
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ritual. The use of the song in this way further proves the necessity of traditions—even for 

those who would endeavor to destroy them.  

That there exists a political ritual, even if it is associated with a specific party and 

ideology, does not signify that everyone participating in said ritual shares the same 

beliefs. It is possible that, for an average worker, the song represented a general promise 

of justice, including fair pay, fair working hours, and the right to unionize, more than it 

did any particular ideology. Furthermore, all of the singing participants had their own 

personal feelings about the socio-political situation around them. If, as activist Dorothy 

Ray Healy stated, The Internationale was a “means of immediate communication and 

identification across countries and language barriers,”21 then, as a form of 

communication, the singing of this song must be viewed as a double process: 

communication with self, and with others. Soviet musicologist and critic Vladimir Zak 

(1929-2007), explained his own mixed feelings upon hearing The International: 

This song reminds me of my childhood, when we believed in the words of The 

Internationale…. I feel the beautiful melody again and again…; but I feel the 

tragedy too: the tragedy of my father. He was a communist and when he was very 

young, he believed in this, but he understood that this story is a false story and he 

told me about it. This is why, when I hear The Internationale, my feelings are 

very complicated. I feel in it my childhood, but I feel in it the tragedy of all our 

life.22  

 

                                                   

21 Dorothy Ray Healey, in The Internationale.  
22 Vladimr Zak, The Internationale. Zak spoke in English during the interview, therefore his syntax is 
preserved in the quotation.  
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Similar conflicting feelings were, without a doubt, experienced by many of the early 

singers of The Internationale in both countries. The Russian version claimed that the 

October Revolution was the final fight for the workers’ cause. Yet, as the country faced 

tremendous economic challenges, the promise of a fair life had not yet been fulfilled for 

most people, leaving the Russian proletariat in conditions that were the same if not worse 

than those of their singing counterparts in Germany. 

The song Varshavianka, second in frequency of appearance only to The 

Internationale, was widespread in Russia and among German socialists and communists. 

Like The Internationale, Varshavianka was not Russian or German in origin. Rather, 

Varshavianka (lit. “the Lady of Warsaw”) was a Polish song, written by writer and 

socialist Wacław Święcicki (1848–1900) between 1879 and 1883, using the preexisting 

melody of an older Polish protest tune, “March of the Zuavs” (1863).23 As part of the 

Russian empire, Poland played a significant role in the development of the Russian 

socialist movement. Starting in the early nineteenth century, Polish activists began 

organizing protests against the Russian tsarist policy of Russification and its imposed 

limitations on the Polish constitution. As a result of several protests organized by illegal 

parties, including democrats and socialists, by the 1870s, many Polish political prisoners 

were held in Russia’s northern labor camps. In 1881, the “Proletariat” party was formed, 

                                                   

23 Elke Mahlert, ed. Lieder der deutschen und internationalen Arbeiterbewegung (Nuremberg: Libresso, 
1997), 48.  
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as a social-revolutionary group that united various Polish socialist groups. By 1886 many 

of its members were imprisoned, but it was through the work of its activists that many 

revolutionary songs, including Varshavianka, were created.24 The song was created while 

Święcicki was imprisoned for socialist activity in Siberia, and was later illegally 

published in the Polish journal Proletariat. According to Soviet musicologist Mikhail 

Druskin (1905-1991), the song was translated into Russian as a result of contact between 

Polish and Soviet socialists in Moscow’s Butyrskaia prison in 1897, while the prisoners 

were on their way to Siberia.25 One of the Russian prisoners was party activist and 

economist, and close friend of Lenin, Gleb Krzhizhanovskii (1872-1959), who is 

considered to be the author of the Russian version of Varshavianka. 

Appendix A: 2a presents the original Polish text of Varshavianka, the Russian 

adaptation from 1897, and the German version that appeared around 1918. Appendix A: 

2b consists of literal English translations of all three versions. The Russian text by 

Krzhizhanovskii was a loose adaptation of the Polish text and omitted references to the 

city of Warsaw; this version preserved, however, the extreme violence and militarism of 

the text. In the Polish text, the second verse acknowledges the inevitability of a fight to 

the death, and the third verse bluntly calls for the murder of the tsar. The Russian 

adaptation preserved these ideas, intensely calling for “merciless revenge to all 

                                                   

24 Mikhail Druskin, Revoliutsionnye pesni 1905 goda [Revolutionary songs of 1905] (Leningrad: Triton, 

1936), 44-45.  
25 Ibid., 45.  
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adversaries” and, in the third verse, “revenge and death to all tsars-plutocrats.” The 

popular song was published numerous times in Russia; from Russia it traveled to 

Germany, and, once there, it began to exert a strong influence over the proletarian music 

movement. 

Varshavianka became known in Germany around 1918,26 which strongly ties the 

arrival of the song in Germany to the onset of the Russian Revolution. Furthermore, 

many of the early German songbooks list the melody of Varshavianka as eine russische 

Volksweise (Russian folk tune).27 The Polish origins of the song were rarely 

acknowledged until well into the 1950s.28 The identity of the translator of the German 

text is, unfortunately, not listed in the primary and secondary literature currently 

available. It is evident, however, that the translator was aware of the Russian version, as 

the texts are similar.29 The strongest textual difference is the absence of any reference to a 

tsar or king in the German version. Instead, the German text refers to enemies and 

oppressors more generally, while preserving the call for bloodshed. In several 

publications from the 1920s, the words of Varshavianka were not published at all due to 

                                                   

26 Inge Lammel and Peter Andert, Und weil der Mensch ein Mensch ist (Leipzig: VEB Deutscher Verlag 

für Musik, 1986), 74.  
27 See, for example, Arbeiter und Freiheits-Liederbuch, ed. August Albrecht (Berlin: Arbeiterjugend-

Verlag, 1929).  
28 The rare acknowledgement appears, for example, in the socialist songbook Gemischte Chӧre ohne 

Begleitung, edited by Alfred Guttmann (Berlin: Deutschen Arbeiter-Sängerbundes, 1926). The origin of the 

melody is listed as Altes russisch-polnisches Revolutionslied.  
29 The second verse of the Russian version corresponds with the third verse of the German text and the third 
Russian verse corresponds with the second German verse.  
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censorship by the German Supreme court.30 The changes in the text between the three 

versions demonstrate the ease with which the words were altered to suit the specific 

socio-political context of a given nation.  

The differences between musical arrangements also point to different applications 

of the same song. Like The Internationale, Varshavianka was equally popular among 

German socialists and communists and was published in the songbooks of both parties. 

While most publications provided only the melody line of the song, some publications 

offered interesting arrangements for unaccompanied chorus. The Russian publications 

also printed various choral arrangements. Example 4.2 compares one of the early Russian 

arrangements by Russian-Jewish musicologist and folklorist Joel Engel (1868-1927) with 

that of German conductor Hermann Scherchen (1891-1966).  

Example 4.2a is Engel’s Russian arrangement from 1918, which was published as 

a single piece on one sheet of paper to facilitate distribution. The first verse and the 

refrain are given in the music. This version demonstrates a straightforward four-part 

choral arrangement, in which all four voices move at the same time and the melody is 

always kept in the soprano line. At several places in the music, the voices of the entire 

choir sing in unison. The unison singing signals a special emphasis on the text. In m. 9, 

the unison begins the second part of the verse: “But we will lift proudly and boldly…” 

                                                   

30 See, for example, Mit Gesang wird gekämpft: Eine Sammlung proletarischer Kampflieder, Wander-, 
Volks-und heiterer Lieder (Berlin: Verlag Junge Garde, 1928).  
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The parts split in m. 11: “A banner of fight for the workers’ cause...” The second unison 

passage is at the beginning of the refrain, mm. 17-18: “To the bloody battle, holy and 

righteous…” Due to its rhythmic regularity and strict vocal distribution, this arrangement 

would have been useful for official functions, including parades and demonstrations. The 

German arrangement by Scherchen, however, put Varshavianka in a different context—

that of a concert-hall performance.  

Scherchen’s 1926 arrangement (Example 4.2b) was also written for a four-part 

choir without accompaniment. However, each voice part begins at a different point, and 

the main melody is passed between them. In addition, due to the canonic arrangement, 

each of the voices skips portions of the text several times during the duration of the song. 

For example, the piece begins with the main melodic material in the soprano voice (mm. 

1- 8). While the soprano carries the tune, the alto voice sings the first two words of the 

song, “Feindliche Stürme,” then skips “durchtoben die Lüfte, drohen de,” jumping to 

“Wolken verdunkeln das Licht.” Once the main melodic material shifts for two measures 

to the alto voice, beginning with m. 9, the soprano voice begins skipping portions of the 

text as well. As a result, different words of the same phrase often overlap each other, as, 

for example, in mm. 11-12, such that some lyrics become obscured.  
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Example 4.2a: Varshavianka, arranged by J. Engel, mm. 1-18 31 

  

                                                   

31 Joel Engel, arr., Varshavianka (Petrograd: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1918). Due to the 
fragile state of the original publication, the song had to be retyped for this project.  
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Example 4.2b: Varshavianka, arranged by H. Scherchen, mm. 10-1232 

 

                                                   

32 Hermann Scherchen, arr., “Warshawjanka,” in Gemischte Chӧre ohne Begleitung, ed. Alfred Guttmann 
(Berlin: Deutschen Arbeiter-Sängerbundes, 1926), 67. 
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Arrangements like Scherchen’s Varshavianka would have been impractical for a 

demonstration or parade. However, they show the desire of the publishers to make the 

revolutionary repertoire artistically challenging and worthy of a concert-type 

performance. Even straightforward four-part arrangements like the Russian versions of 

The Internationale and Varshavianka demonstrate the desire to raise the artistic standards 

of proletarian vocal performance. While agitation was the primary goal of the 

revolutionary music movement, the desire for musical excellence was always present 

among the activists in both countries.  

 

4.2 A Revolutionary Folk Song 

To this point the discussion has centered around marches, the genre to which the most 

notable of the mass songs belonged. This section explores a different segment of the 

proletarian musical repertoire—those songs based on pre-Revolutionary Russian folk 

music. Despite their Russian folk origins, the songs discussed in this section also came 

into widespread use among German socialists and communists. In the second chapter the 

focus was on the ways in which folk music was problematic for many proletarian 

activists in both countries. Caught between the desire to create music that was free of past 

influences and the need to present agitation in forms that would appeal to the masses, 

proletarian composers and arrangers, despite their ideological objections, frequently 

produced folk-like tunes to carry their political messages.  
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Dubinushka (lit. “cudgel” or “the wooden club”)  was one of the most commonly-

found songs in Soviet and German songbooks of the early twentieth century.33 The 

melody of the song is based on a work tune of burlaks34 or Volga-river workers.35 The 

lyrics of Dubinushka refer to the tree-cutting process. After the bottom of the tree was 

undercut, the laborers pulled the tree by a rope tied to its top branches. When the tree is 

pulled hard enough, as the refrain of the song states, the “green cudgel moves itself” 

(zelenaia dubinushka sama poidet)—it falls on its own. Dubinushka became particularly 

important in the context of the Russian Revolution, because it spoke specifically of and to 

the peasants, unlike most mass songs, which were addressed primarily to the proletariat.  

Because of the folkloric origins of Dubinushka, the song’s melody and text vary 

between publications. Example 4.3a is a 1923 version of the song, which preserves an 

older version of the melody and juxtaposes it with a new politically-inspired text. 

Musically, its characteristics are typical of Russian folk tunes. The melody is started by a 

single voice, known as zapevala (lit. “song-starter,” sometimes spelled zapevalo) who 

sings each verse of the song. At the start of the refrain (m.7), the entire choir begins to 

sing in harmony. The addition of voices is known as podgoloski (lit. “under-voices”), 

which can be sung above and below the main melody. This type of division between the 

soloist and the choir indicates that, in a traditional setting, the additional voices would not 

                                                   

33 Dubinushka is a diminutive of dubina.   
34 Burlak (Rus.) –Russian landless or poor peasants who hauled barges and other vessels upstream.  
35 It bears mentioning that while the songs are related, this tune should not be confused with the Song of the 
Volga Boatmen. 
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have sung in western-style harmony, as annotated in the example. Instead, the form 

dictates that additional voices may, at times, form intervals of a major or minor second, 

making some voices heterophonic in relation to the main melody. Modern Russian 

folklorists have concluded that while certain notes in a given song might carry special 

prominence based on their frequency and duration, Russian folk songs do not necessary 

follow any system of modes, in contrast to those of the Europeans.36 As composer and 

critic Alexander Serov (1820-1871) observed, “Russian song knows neither major nor 

minor, and does not modulate anywhere!”37 Thus, written Russian folk melodies that 

closely follow a modal system have probably departed more significantly from the 

original folk song form than have those versions which seem to defy modal conventions. 

In the case of Dubinushka, written distributions of the song at the end of the nineteenth 

and the beginning of the twentieth centuries resulted in a Western-influenced strict 

minor-mode interpretation.   

  

                                                   

36 A.F. Kamaev and T. Iu. Kamaeva, Narodnoe muzykal’noe tvorchestvo [Folk music art] (Moscow: 

Academia, 2005), 62. 
37 Русская песня не знает ни мажора, ни минора, и никогда не модулирует. Aleksandr Serov, Russkaia 

narodnaia pesnia kak predmet nauki [Russian folk song as a subject of study] (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1952), 
32. 
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Example 4.3a: Dubinushka, 1923 version38 

 

One of the earliest written transcriptions of Dubinushka was published in 1904 by 

folklorist and conductor Evgeniia Lineva (1853-1919), who had recorded the song near 

the city of Nizhnii Novgorod. The first verse and the chorus from Lineva’s publication 

                                                   

38 “Dubinushka,” in Pesni Revoliutsii [Songs of the Revolution] (Moscow: Vserossi’skii proletkul’t, 1923), 
10. 
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are provided in Example 4.3b. Much like the 1923 version in Example 4.3a, there are no 

dissonances between the voices in Lineva’s. However, Lineva’s transcription is valuable, 

as it demonstrates the zapevala-podgoloski structural origins in the post-Revolutionary 

version of Dubinushka by consistently showing alternations between zapevala (mm. 1- 3) 

and the choir (mm. 4-15) throughout the entire score.  
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Example 4.3b: Dubinushka, 1st verse and chorus, as recorded by E. Lineva39 

 

The comparison between the above two examples shows the flexibility of the zapevala’s 

role: in the 1923 arrangement, the zapevala’s solo is twice as long as in Lineva’s version. 

Furthermore, differences in the melody (if both versions were to be transcribed in the 

                                                   

39 Evgeniia Lineva, ed.,“Dubinushka,” in Velikorusskiia pesni v narodnoi garmonizazii [Great-Russian 
songs in folk harmonization], (St. Petersburg:  Izdanie imperatorskoi akademii nauk, 1904), 62-63.  
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same key) point to the flexibility of the melodic line itself, which can be altered to reflect 

the desires and abilities of the singers.   

Textually, the songs are remarkably different. Appendix A: 3a provides the entire 

texts and translations of each version. The text of Lineva’s transcription speaks strictly of 

the work done by the burlaks, with no political references or expressions of desire to 

change their difficult conditions. The cudgel (dubinushka) is referred to only as an object 

of work—a part of the tree that needs to be cut and moved. The text of the 1923 version, 

however, gives a completely different meaning to the word “cudgel.” In this version, the 

piece of wood is no longer merely an object of work, but it becomes a tool by which the 

enemy of the working class may be destroyed. The song even makes reference to the 

struggle of the working class around the world. The fourth verse states that all “hurry to 

the cudgel in Paris and in Berlin.”40 While striking in this context, the call to violence 

was not new. It had existed in illegally published versions of Dubinushka since before the 

Revolution. 

The first attributed version of the song came from the poet Vasilii Bogdanov 

(1838-1886), who published his poem around 1865. In 1885, lawyer and poet Aleksandr 

Ol’hin (1829-1897) published his own text, incorporating Bogdanov’s first, third, and 

seventh verses.41 Although several other new texts appeared around the same time as 

                                                   

40 “Dubinushka,” in Pesni revoliutsii, 10. 
41 Tat’iana Popova, Russkoe narodnoe muzykal’noe tvorchestvo [Russian folk music art] (Moscow: 
Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1957), 194-195.  
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Ol’hin’s, his version became the most prevalent.42 However, even Ol’hin’s Dubinushka 

appears with slight alterations in surviving Russian publications from the early twentieth 

century, as well as in modern sources of folk songs. Thus, there is no canonical version of 

the song. Ol’hin’s version, however, served as the basis for the German translation. With 

the standardization, more or less, of the text came the standardization of the melody. 

Example 4.3c provides the melody that is commonly performed with Ol’hin’s text. While 

preserving the zapevala-podgoloski structure, the melody is altered, most notably in the 

verses. 

 

Example 4.3c: Dubinushka, most common Russian version43 

 

                                                   

42 Ibid., 195.  
43 “Dubinushka,” in Russkoe narodnoe muzykal’noe tvorchestvo [Russian folk music art], T.V. Popova 
(Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1957), 194.  
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Ol’hin’s text (in one of its variations) and its translation are given in Appendices 

A: 3b and 3c. The refrain of this text is virtually the same as that of the folk version 

recorded by Lineva. The first six of Ol’hin’s verses speak of the hard labor experienced 

by the burlaks, whose only relief was in the song itself. The final verse, however, not 

only presents the “cudgel” as a weapon, but clearly identifies the enemies against whom 

this weapon should be used: the tsar, clergy, and landowners—typical targets of the early 

Soviet propaganda. On the other hand, it is important to note that the last verse of 

Ol’hin’s text was sometimes given a more moderate spin. Russia’s foremost singer of the 

time, Fyodor Chaliapin (see Chapter Three), for example, recorded Dubinushka, which 

he frequently performed with an ending that was more moderate in its message.44 The 

entire text of Chaliapin’s version is given in Appendix A: 3e. The third verse of the song 

states that people “lifted the cudgel against their enemies,” without identifying who those 

enemies are. The fourth and final verse of Chaliapin’s text continues the theme of 

struggle, referring to the concept of freedom in a general sense: 

So go ahead, our great people, 

Forget your grief and sorrow, 

To holy freedom, sing a joyous hymn, 

[The song] of a dear native cudgel.45 

 

                                                   

44 Fyodor Chaliapin Sings Russian Folk Songs, with Russian Orthodox Cathedral Choir of Paris, dir. Albert 

Coates, Hänssler Classic, CD 94.504, 1927. 
45 Ibid.  
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It is especially significant that Chaliapin sings of the people’s rebellion as an event that 

has already occurred. Unlike the original text by Ol’hin, which states that “the time will 

come and the people will arise,” the third stanza of Chaliapin’s recording claims that the 

“time had come and the people arose … lifted the cudgel against their enemies [emphasis 

mine, Y. L.]” Furthermore, the final verse, above, speaks of the continuation of the 

struggle in the present. This shift into the present is particularly significant as Chaliapin 

recorded the song after making his decision not to come back to Russia, and after he was 

officially stripped of the title of “People’s Artist of the USSR.” 46  

The existing textual variations point to the many intended uses of the song, which 

ranged from expressing a general desire for change to, later, calling for a societal shift 

towards more radical communist ideals. Chaliapin himself had mixed feelings regarding 

the political changes in Russia at the start of the century. He was sympathetic to the 

revolutionary cause and supported the 1905 Revolution, which, while failing to achieve 

its ultimate goals, did manage to institute a limited monarchy and a multi-party system. 

He was under no illusions, however, regarding the ascendant Soviet government, and, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, he did not return to Russia after his international tour. 

Dubinushka took on a personal meaning for Chaliapin, as it did for so many singers, 

whether amateur or professional. Textual variations were just one method by which the 

difficult and complicated socio-political environment of the time could be expressed. As 

                                                   

46 See the beginning of Chapter Three. 
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Chaliapin recalled in his memoir Maska i dusha (lit. “mask and soul,” trans. into English 

as Man and Mask), performing the song caused mixed emotions: 

Some girls were yelling “Varshavianka.” Some hoarse voices insisted on the 

“Internationale.” But—I am being sincere—I did not know these songs at that 

time … But, from an early age, from lake Kaban in the city of Kazan, I knew that 

there exists a work-song “Dubinushka,” that it is sung with the accompaniment of 

a choir, and that the soloists sing only the verses…. So upon the requests of the 

working-class public, it seemed to me to be most appropriate to sing specifically 

this song. I said that I know “Dubinushka” and can sing it if you will assist me…. 

Again, a Babylon-like “hurrah!,” and I start: 

I have heard many songs around my native land… 

–Hey, cudgel, crash—picked up 5000 voices, and I, as during a Paschal morning, 

separated from the earth. I don’t know what sounded in that song—revolution or a 

fiery call to courage, glorifying labor, human happiness and freedom. I don’t 

know. I was singing in ecstasy, but what followed it—heaven or hell—I didn’t 

think about… Of course, all cudgels that are being raised against “masters and 

boyars” I did not hold in my hands, literary or figuratively. But I wished for an 

end to the yoke; I liked freedom then, as I do now.47 

 

                                                   

47 Какiя то двицы кричали мнѣ, «Варшавянку!» Какiе то хриплые голоса настаивали: 

«Интернацiоналъ!». Но — говорю это совершенно искренне — этихъ революцiонныхъ пѣсенъ я въ 

ту пору не зналъ…Но еще съ юныхъ лѣтъ, съ озера Кабана въ городѣ Казани, я зналъ, что 
существуетъ рабочая пѣсня — «Дубинушка» — что поется она съ сопровожденiемъ хора, и что 

только куплеты поетъ солистъ — не солистъ Его Величества, конечно… И на просьбы рабочей 

публики мнѣ казалось самымъ подходящнмъ спѣть именно эту пѣсню. И я сказалъ, что знаю 

«Дубинушку», могу ее спѣть, если вы ее мнѣ подтянете. Снова вавилонское «ура!», и я запеваю: 

Много пѣсенъ слыхалъ на родной стороне... 

— Эй, дубинушка, ухнемъ! — подхватили 5000 голосовъ, и я, какъ на Пасхѣ у заутрени, отдѣлился 

отъ земли. Я не знаю, что звучало въ этой пѣсне, — революцiя пли пламенный призывъ къ 

бодрости, прославленiе труда, человѣческаго счастья и свободы. Не знаю. Я въ экстазѣ только пѣлъ, 

а что за этимъ слѣдуетъ, — рай или адъ — я и не думалъ…Конечно, всѣ дубины, который 

подымаются «на господъ и бояръ», — я ихъ въ рук не держалъ, ни въ прямомъ, ни въ переносномъ 

смысл. А конца гнета я желалъ, а свободу я любилъ и тогда, какъ люблю теперь. Feodor Chaliapin, 

Maska i dusha: moi sorok let na teatrah [Mask and man: my forty years in theater] (Paris: Sovremennyia 
zapiski, 1934), 49. 



 

 

205 

In addition to providing an example of textual variation, Chaliapin’s recording of 

Dubinushka demonstrates a folk-like performance style of the song. While following the 

melodic line presented in Example 3c, Chaliapin, as the zapevala, manipulated the 

rhythm and pulse of the song, significantly stretching each verse. As the choir joined in 

on the refrain, the tempo picked up significantly. That free performance style was 

retained even in the German adaptations of the song.  

An arrangement of Dubinushka by Felix Malden, appearing in the 1926 German 

Singing League’s songbook, exemplifies a more stylized version of the song with specific 

tempo markings. Example 4.3d presents part of Malden’s arrangement. The verses are 

marked Andante tranquillo, while the beginning of the refrain (m. 9) is marked with the 

faster tempo Allegro energico. While the tempo fluctuations of a traditional folk 

rendering of the song were preserved in Malden’s arrangement, the divisions between the 

soloists and the choir were not: all the voices sing at all times. In addition, the second 

tenor and the basses each hold one note (either a G or D) throughout the first part of each 

verse. The score also provides very specific dynamic markings for the verses and the 

refrain. Much like the socialist version of Varshavianka, Malden’s Dubinushka places the 

song in a concert-hall context. However, the song was used beyond the concert hall in 

Germany, and was popular among the communists as well, who, in contrast to Malden, 

published the simplified, folk-like version in their pocket-sized songbooks.  
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Example 4.3d: Dubinushka, arr. By F. Malden, mm. 1-1248 

 

In the 1923 communist songbook Kampf-Lieder, Dubinushka is written out with 

one melodic line without the podgoloski (Example 4.3e). The song, however, preserved 

the divisions between the zapevala, marked as Vorsänger, and the choir, with the 

Vorsänger singing the verses and the choir coming in on the refrain. Compared to the 

                                                   

48 Felix Malden, arr., “Dubinuschka,” in Gemischte Chӧre ohne Begleitung, ed. Alfred Guttmann (Berlin: 
Deutschen Arbeiter-Sängerbundes, 1926), 67. 
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Russian version (Example 4.3c), and even to the Malden arrangement (Example 4.3d), 

the melody of the refrain of the Kampf-Lieder version is slightly different, highlighting 

the general melodic flexibility and pointing to the folk origins of the tune.  

 

 

Example 4.3e: Dubinushka, German Single-Voice Version49 

 

The two German versions of Dubinushka discussed here contain slightly different 

texts, the authors of which are not identified in the primary or secondary sources. 

Appendices A: 3b and 3c provide the original text and a translation of the Kampf-Lieder 

                                                   

49 “Dubinuschka,” in Kampf-Lieder (Berlin: Vereinigung Internationaler Verlags-Anstalten, 1923), 10. Due 
to the copying restrictions of the German National Library, the song had to be retyped for this project.  
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version. This particular text was common in the communist songbooks of the time. 

Appendix A: 3d is the version used in Malden’s arrangement and includes only two 

verses, which are similar in meaning to verses one and three of the Kampf-Lieder version 

(Appendix A: 3c). The comparison between the Russian (Ol’hin) text and its German 

adaptation in the communist songbook is particularly interesting. The literal English 

translations of both texts in Appendix 4c demonstrate how close the texts of the two 

versions are. The German translation even identifies the “hero” of the song using the 

Russian word muzhik (peasant man) in verses three and six. At first glance, the German 

version appears to be a direct translation of the Russian text that pertains exclusively to 

the Russian struggle. However, upon closer investigation, it is evident that the song was 

meant to speak to the German situation as well. Verse five identifies a different set of 

enemies against whom the cudgel should be used. Instead of directing the struggle against 

the tsar, priests, and landowners as the Russian version had done, the German version of 

the song called out the generals and barons, making the message meaningful to those in 

the German working class.  

Dubinushka’s role in the revolutionary struggle was not limited by the popularity 

of the song itself. Songs like Dubinushka provided the foundation for a new genre within 

the proletarian music movement: folk-inspired mass songs. In the newly-established 

Soviet Union, such songs were both popular and easily disseminated. Some of them were 

also translated and circulated in the Weimar Germany. One of the most interesting 
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examples of a folk-inspired authored mass song is a German adaptation of a Soviet song 

Konnaia Budennogo (Budennyi’s Cavalry). 

Budennyi’s Cavalry was composed by Aleksandr Davidenko (1899-1934). In 

addition to being a member of RAPM (Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians), as 

a student at the Moscow Conservatory, Davidenko was one of the leaders of “Production 

Collective” or Prokoll—a students’ union of politically-minded composers who aimed to 

write music that could be both artistically valuable and accessible to the masses.50 

Prokoll’s composers did not want to blindly follow the tastes of its public, yet they 

believed in the significance of society’s musical heritage in the creation of new songs.51 

Davidenko, in particular, studied folk music and incorporated recognizable features of the 

same in his work. Budennyi’s Cavalry heavily borrowed from the tradition of pre-

revolutionary Russian folk-singing, exhibiting the same characteristics as Dubinushka.  

Budennyi’s Cavalry was composed in 1925, incorporating as lyrics a poem written three 

years earlier by Nikolai Aseev (1889-1963). The text glorifies Red Army cavalry 

commander Semyon Budennyi (1883-1973) and focuses on the fight with the White 

Army during the Civil War. 52 The complete text of the song and its English translation 

                                                   

50 Nelson, Music for the Revolution Music for the Revolution: Musicians and Power in Early Soviet Russia 

(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004), 83.  
51 M. E. Tarakanov, ed. Istoriia sovremonnoi otechestevennoi muzyki: 1917-1941 [History of modern 

Russian music: 1917-1941], Vol. 1 (Moscow: Muzyka, 2005), 76-77.  
52 Although Semyon Budennyi was glorified in many Soviet revolutionary songs, his legacy is 

questionable. As a result of his disregard of modern warfare and the lives of his soldiers, Budennyi was 

responsible for many unnecessary deaths, particularly during World War II. Despite all this, he remained 
one of Stalin’s favorites. 
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are given in the Appendices A: 4a and 4b. Significantly, the song specifically states that 

Budennyi’s cavalry consisted of workers and peasants, the two groups that were often 

found together in the musical propaganda of the early Soviet period. The music of the 

song is presented in Example 4.4a. 

 

 

Example 4.4a: Budennyi’s Cavalry by A. Davidenko53 

 

The music by Davidenko follows the zapevala-podgoloski structure. The first 

seven measures are to be sung by the zapevala, until, in measure 8, a single podgolosok 

(singular of podgoloski) is introduced. Then, beginning in measure 15, the entire choir 

sings, as noted in the score, “with power.” The song also evokes a fight call with an 

                                                   

53 Aleksandr Davidenko, Konnaia Budennogo [Budennyi’s Cavalry] (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1934). 
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added solo line in the middle of the refrain; the soloist sings the “E…E…E…h” for 

several measures (18-22) above all other voices, adding to the folk-quality of the song’s 

story and characters. This folk-like structure was preserved in the early recordings of 

Budennyi’s Cavalry as well. For example, the 1935 recording by the Soviet Army Chorus 

follows the order of voices outlined by Davidenko.54 The recording also features an 

accordion: an instrument usually associated with the folk tradition. Additionally, the 

recording exhibits drastic tempo fluctuations, similar to those in Chaliapin’s recording of 

Dubinushka. The first line of each verse begins rather slowly, with no instrumental 

accompaniment. With the addition of more voices and the accordion, the tempo speeds 

up, before slowing to the original tempo again before the start of each new verse.  

The German version of Budennyi’s Cavalry, Budjonnys Reiterei, with a text 

created by teacher and KPD activist Helmut Schinkel (1902-1946),55 first appeared in the 

Weimar Republic in 1928 and was subsequently published in various communist 

songbooks. Schinkel’s text is a loose adaptation of Aseev’s text (Appendix A: 4a and 4b). 

Although the German text of the song preserved the references to fighting against the 

White army, this version speaks of Budennyi’s cavalry more generally, without specific 

mention of workers or peasants. Musically, the German adaptation preserved the general 

                                                   

54 The recording is available online in public domain. “Konnaia Budennogo,” Sovetskaia Мuzyka, 

http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=konnaya (accessed November 2, 2012). 
55 Tragically, Schinkel, who, beginning in 1929, worked in the Internationale Kinderbüro in Moscow, was 

arrested in 1934 by the NKVD and died in the NKVD camp in 1946. For more information see Deutscher 

Kommunisten: Biographisches Handbuch, 1918 bis 1945 by Hermann Weber and Anreas Herbst (Berlin: 
Karl Dietz Verlag, 2004), 660-661.  
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melodic contour of the song, but, in arrangement, it lacked the Russian folk qualities seen 

elsewhere. The music, presented in Example 4.4b, does not preserve the zapevala-

podgoloski form, nor does it feature the famous “E…E…E…h” cry.  

It is possible that the folk characteristics were removed from the new adaptation 

of Budennyi’s Cavalry in order make performance easier in the song’s new context. In 

1961, the song was republished in the collection of songs used by the Alliance of the Red 

Front Fighters (der Roter Frontkämpferbund, or RFB), a paramilitary organization under 

the leadership of the KPD that was organized around 1924. The organization was 

essentially a communist militia that served as a defense force for communist gatherings 

and demonstrations. According to Elfriede Berger, editor of Lieder des Roten 

Frontkämpferbundes, RFB parades and demonstrations were always accompanied by 

marches sung both by the RFB and by the many people lined up on the streets to greet 

them.56 Berger states that while some songs in the collection originated from German folk 

singing traditions, others were adapted from other countries—the Soviet Union in 

particular.57 Budennyi’s Cavalry is one of three Soviet songs included in the publication. 

The original division of voices in Budennyi’s Cavalry’s was impractical in the German 

context, in which it was performed as a march during demonstrations. Therefore, the 

simplification of the song was inevitable. 

                                                   

56 Elfriede Berger, foreword to Lieder des Roten Frontkämpferbundes (Leizig: VEB Friedrich Hofmeister, 

1961), 3.  
57 Ibid., 4.  
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Example 4.4b: A. Davidenko, Budennyi’s Cavalry, German adaptation58 

 

4.3 An Old March Made New 

Marches were, by far, the most commonly utilized mass songs in the Soviet Union and 

Germany during the early twentieth century. Marches were not only easily incorporated 

into demonstrations, parades and meetings, but they were also easily learned by even the 

musically untrained. This section considers march-like mass songs, originating either in 

                                                   

58 Alexander Dawidenko, “Budjonny’s Reiterei,” in Rot Front! Das neue Kampfliederbuch mit Noten 
(Berlin: Verlag Junge Garde, 1928). 
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Germany or Russia, which were particularly popular among the working classes of each 

country. The songs underwent considerable alteration and modification from the time of 

first appearance in the country of origin to the period of use in a foreign context. These 

transformations demonstrate the ease with which mass songs were adapted to suit the 

particular needs of their disseminators, but they also reflect the unique socio-political 

climate in each country at that time. 

Without a doubt, the most popular Russian mass song among German socialists 

and communists was Brüder, zur Sonne, zur Freiheit (Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom). 

This march, presented with or without musical accompaniment, was published with the 

same frequency in both communist and socialist songbooks and was a staple of the 

agitational theater performers. In some German publications, Brüder, zur Sonne, zur 

Freiheit was also known by another title: Hymnus. In Russian, the song is generally titled 

Smelo, tovarishchi, v nogu (Bravely, Comrades, in Step), but in some early versions 

druzhno (with one accord, together) appeared in place of smelo (bravely). The original 

Russian text was written from Moscow’s Taganskaia prison in 1896, by professional 

revolutionary, scientist and poet Leonid Radin (1855-1901).59 The song quickly gained 

popularity after its initial (illegal) publication in 1900 and became one of the first songs 

published in Pravda in 1917. 

                                                   

59 Popova, 220.  
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While the author of the text of Bravely, Comrades, in Step is easily identified, the 

origins of the melody have been debated among Soviet musicologists. Mikhail Druskin, 

for example, claimed that Radin borrowed the melody from the pre-existing student song 

Medlenno dvizhetsia vremia (Time is Slowly Moving), the lyrics of which were written in 

1858 by Ivan Nikitin (1824-1861).60 This theory is supported by commentaries in the 

German secondary sources on the song, including those of Inge Lammel and Reinhard 

Dithmar.61 Although the original text of Nikitin’s poem is currently available in 

preserved sources, the exact melody to which his words were sung in the second half of 

the nineteenth-century is unknown. Thus, it is impossible to tell whether the melody used 

by Radin was the same as that used by Nikitin. Further questions are raised by the fact 

that Radin’s and Nikitin’s poems differ structurally. Radin’s text (Appendix A: 5a) 

contains seven verses of four lines each. Nikitin’s text consists of four eight-line verses, 

and the final two lines are the same in each verse.62 As a result, some Soviet scholars, 

including Tat’iana Popova, claim that Radin’s melody was not borrowed from Nikitin’s 

song. This claim, while valuable for discussion, was ideologically motivated. In her 

Russkoe narodnoe muzykal’noe tvorchestvo (Russian folk music art, 1957), Popova 

argued that late nineteenth-century revolutionary songs possessed a unique musical style. 

If Radin, in fact, borrowed the melody of his revolutionary song from Nikitin’s non-

                                                   

60 Druskin, Revoliutsionnye pesni 1905 goda, 46-47.  
61 Inge Lammel Das Arbeiterlied (Leipzig: Reclam, 1970), 226-227. Reinhard Dithmar, 235. 
62 Ivan Nikitin, Sochineniia s ego portretom i biografiei [Works with his portrait and biography], ed. by S. 
Miropol’skii (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo tovareshchestva I.D. Sytina, 1911), 46-47.  
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political song, then the musical style of one of the most important songs of the genre 

would not readily fit within Popova’s hypothesis. Instead, Popova claimed that Radin’s 

melody came from an earlier song, Slavnoe more – sviashchennyi Baikal (Glorious Sea –

Holy Baikal),63 which, while possessing a folk-derived melody, also, importantly for 

Popova’s musicological narrative, had a politically-appropriate text. The text in question 

is based on the poem of Dmitrii Davydov (1811-1883), which was published in 1859 and 

speaks of a fictional prisoner’s escape from a labor camp through lake Baikal. Since the 

text of this song describes an escape from a tsarist prison, it was clearly more suitable 

thematically as a prototype of Bravely, Comrades. Whatever Popova’s ideological 

leanings, she makes a legitimate point: the melody of the Glorious Sea is extremely 

similar to that of the Bravely, Comrades. Example 4.5a is a comparison of the two songs, 

as provided by Popova in her book.  

  

                                                   

63 Referring to lake Baikal, the world’s deepest lake, located in the Siberia region.  
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Example 4.5a: Glorious Sea – Holy Baikal and Bravely, Comrades in Step: Melodic Comparison64 

 

 

                                                   

64 Popova, 220.  
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While it is set in 4/4 time in the example above, the Glorious Sea is usually set 

and performed in a 6/8 time signature.65 The tempo is slow, and a performer typically 

stretches the last notes of each line, in keeping with the Russian folk tradition of utilizing 

flexible tempos.66 When Glorious Sea was transformed into a revolutionary march, the 

time signature became 4/4 or 2/4 with a regulated march tempo. Example 4.5b, published 

in 1921, is one of the earliest post-Revolutionary versions of Bravely, Comrades, in Step. 

The key signature and the four-part vocal arrangement presented in this example are 

representative of the song’s form in early Soviet publications. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

65 See, for example, Russkie narodnye pesni: melodii i teksty [Russian folk songs: melodies and texts] 

(Moscow: Muzyka, 1987), 7. 
66 Several recordings from the 1940s and 1950s are available online in public domain. “Slavnoe more –

sviashchennyi Baikal,” Sovetskaia Muzyka, http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=slavnoem 

(accessed November 3, 2012); http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=slavnoe1 (accessed 
November 3, 2012).  
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Example 4.5b: Bravely, Comrades, in Step, Russian arrangement, 192167 

 

Interestingly, like the Russian Bravely, Comrades in Step, the German version of 

the same, Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom, was also born out of imprisonment. Hermann 

Scherchen, who in 1914 was the conductor of the Riga Symphony Orchestra, was 

detained for four years (1914-1918) as a civil prisoner by the Russian tsarist government 

during the war.68 While in detention, Scherchen learned Russian, studied socialist 

literature, and came into contact with political opposition to the tsar.69 There, he learned 

                                                   

67.“Druzhno, tovarishchi, v nogy,” in Sbornik revoliutsionnyh horovyh pesen [Collection of revolutionary 

choral songs] (Saratov: Gosizdat, 1921), 9. This publication uses druzhno (together) rather than smelo 

(bravely) as the first word of the song. 
68 Hansjӧrg Pauli, Hermann Scherchen: 1891-1966 (Zürich: Kommissionsverlag Hug & Co., 1993), 12.  
69 Ibid.  
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Bravely, Comrades, in Step and created his own version, Brothers, to the Sun, to 

Freedom, which was rather a free adaptation of the original text by Radin. Scherchen’s 

text consisted of three verses and lacked the overt calls to violence found in the original 

version (Appendices A: 5a and 5b). Instead, Scherchen’s verses presented the theme of 

freedom in a more general, rather poetic way. While Radin’s lyrics proclaimed, “We will 

stuff ammunition ourselves; on the guns will we screw the bayonets,” Scherchen 

enjoined, “Brothers, now unite your hands… ridicule death…” Scherchen also arranged 

the music, and upon his return to Germany introduced his version into the repertoire of 

the workingmen’s choir he conducted. His Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom was 

performed publically for the first time in August of 1920.70 After that, the song became a 

staple of the socialist DASB and was performed in concerts and demonstrations alike. His 

arrangement for a four-part choir is presented in Example 4.5c.,Scherchen’s treatment of 

Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom, unlike his arrangement of Varshavianka (Example 

4.2b), preserved the prominence of the text, synchronizing most of the movement 

between the vocal parts.  

Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom was also quickly picked up by the communists 

and became the most common Russian revolutionary song in the party’s songbooks. 

According to secondary German sources, the communists added two additional verses to 

                                                   

70 Dithmar, 235.  
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Scherchen’s three (Appendix A: 5b).71 The first added verse is a close translation of the 

final verse in the Russian version. The second is a direct call for the spread of 

communism. It is not surprising that these new communist verses were frequently 

censored by the Weimar government during the 1920s. Furthermore, communist 

songbooks often included another set of verses by an unknown author, titled Russischer 

Rotgardistenmarsch (Russian Red Guards March), which was meant to be sung to the 

melody of Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom.72 The text of the Russian Red Guards March 

is closely related to the original Russian Bravely, Comrades, in Step by Radin. Verses 

one, four, and five of the Russian Red Guards March are almost direct translations of 

verses four, five, and six of Bravely, Comrades, in Step. Sometimes the songbooks would 

combine Scherchen’s text with a few verses from the Russian Red Guards March. Most 

of the time, however, the text of the Russian Red Guards March was censored 

completely,73 as the verses call for direct gun-violence against the “tyrants” (Appendix A: 

5c). 

 

 

                                                   

71 Additional verses are given in: Reinhart Dithmar’s Arbeiterlieder 1844 bis 1945, Inge Lammel’ Und weil 

der Mensch ein Mensch ist, and Vorwärts und nicht vergessen! Lieder der Revolution (Westberlin: Verlag 

Rote Fahnem 1974). 
72 A different musical accompaniment to Russischer Rotgardistenmarsch was created in the 1970s by the 

East German composer Helmut Nier (1919-2002). Nier’s version was recorded by the Erich Weinert 

Ensemble for their album In Warschau Beschlossen, dir. Siegfried Enders, Eterna, LP, 1975. 
73 See, for example, Rot Front (Berlin: Verlag Junge Garde, 1927) and Mit Gesang wird gekämpft (Berlin: 
Verlag Junge Garde, 1928).  
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Example 4.5c: Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom, arranged by H. Scherchen74 

                                                   

74 Hermann, Scherchen, arr., “Brüder, sur Sonne, sur Freihet,” in Gemischte Chӧre ohne Begleitung, ed. 
Alfred Guttmann (Berlin: Deutschen Arbeiter-Sängerbundes, 1926), 71. 
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The adoption of such a violent text by German communists is musical evidence of 

the difference in political perspectives between German socialists and communists. The 

more moderate tone of Scherchen’s text is a reflection of the SPD, which, while 

advocating a socialist agenda, did not desire a complete demise of the republic. The 

communists, on the other hand, called for a Soviet-style revolution, and, judging by the 

texts of their songs, were willing to sacrifice human life for the establishment of a new 

order. Tragically, while the communists and the socialists were engaged in an ideological 

conflict with each other, the Nazi party seized the opportunity to rise to prominence. The 

fate of Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom reflected this political situation. Already in 1931, 

the national-socialists added their own verse to the Scherchen text:  

Brecht das Joch der Tyrannen, 

die euch so endlos gequält! 

Schwenkt die Hakenkreuzfahne 

uber dem Arbeiterstaat.75 

Break the yoke of tyrants, 

Which continuously tormented you! 

Wave the swastika flag 

Over the workers’ state. 

  

Furthermore, based on the same melody, the Nazis created their own anti-Semitic 

pro-Hitler song, entitled Brüder in Zechen und Groben (Brothers in Mines and Pits).76  

 Several original German socialist/communist marches underwent musical and textual 

transformations in the process of their adoption in the Soviet Union, much as the Russian 

                                                   

75 Dithmar, 236.  
76 For the full text see “Brüder in Zechen und Groben,” in N.S.B.O. Kampflieder-Buch, ed. Hermann 
Roesler (Berlin: N.S.-Vertrib, 1933?), 6.  
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marches had evolved when they entered the political arena in Germany. One of these 

marches, briefly mentioned in the first chapter, was Dem Morgenrot entgegen (To Meet 

the Dawn). The text of this march was written by teacher and SPD functionary Heinrich 

Eildermann (1879-1955) in 1907, and was equally popular among socialists and 

communists, as the song was written prior to the split between the two parties. 

Presumably, the song was dedicated to Karl Liebknecht (1871-1919), president of the 

Socialist Youth International at that time, who, in 1907, was sentenced to 18 months in 

prison for his “anti-militarist” activity.77 Eildermann used, as a basis for his song, the text 

of Die Arbeitsmänner (The Working Men) by anarchist Johann Most (1846-1906), which 

had been written around 1870.78 Most’s text praises the workers of various trades. The 

first verse states: 

 Wer schafft das Gold zutage? 

 Wer hämmert Erz und Stein? 

 Wer webet Tuch und Seide? 

 Wer bauet Korn und Wein? 

 Wer gibt den Reichen all ihr Brot 

 und lebt dabei in bittrer Not? 

 Das sind die Arbeitsmänner, 

 das Proletariat!79 

Who brings the gold to light? 

Who hammers ore and stone? 

Who weaves cloth and silk? 

Who harvests grain and wine? 

Who gives the rich all their bread, 

But yet lives in bitter misery? 

They are the working men, 

The proletariat!  

 

The last two lines of the verse repeat throughout the song. In his text, Eildermann created 

a similar structure, with two lines that were repeated at the end of each verse (Appendices 

                                                   

77 Mahlert, 51.  
78 Ibid.; Vorwärts und nicht vergessen! Lieder der Revolution (Westberlin: Verlag Rote Fahnem 1974), 15  
79 “Die Arbeitsmänner,” in Rot Front: Das Neue Liederbuch mit Noten, 10.  
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A: 6a and 6b). Eildermann wanted to create a song that would appeal to a younger 

generation of workers, so where Most had referenced Arbeitsmänner (working men) 

Eildermann addressed the junge Garde (young guards) in the repeated lines. Eildermann 

also changed perspectives in his verses: instead of offering general praise to the working 

class, Dem Morgenrot entgegen told the story from the viewpoint of young proletarians 

who “learned the power of labor in gloomy childhood.”80 Both songs, however, used the 

same melody: that of a early nineteenth-century folk march Zu Mantua in Manden 

(Captured in Mantua).81 In the songbooks of the time, Most’s and Eildermann’s texts 

often appeared side by side with the instruction that they were to be sung to the same 

melody (Example 4.6a). 

  

                                                   

80 “Lied der Arbeiterjugend,” in Sozialistisches Liederbuch (Thüringen: Herausgegeben vom 

Bildungsausschuß der Sozialdemokratischen Partei Deutschlands Landesverband, 1945), 7. 
81 Mahlert, 51.  
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Example 4.6a: The Working Men (melody is the same as To Meet the Dawn)82 

 

 In 1922, Soviet poet Aleksandr Bezymenskii (1898-1973) wrote a poem 

Molodaia gvardiia (Young Guard) set to the same music as the German To Meet the 

Dawn. Despite the fact that Bezymenskii’s text is extremely similar to that of 

Eildermann, the German author has never been given credit in the Russian sources (for 

full text and translation see Appendices A: 6a and 6b). In the publications of the 1920s, 

Bezymenskii was listed as the only author of the text, composer Lev Shul’gin was given 

                                                   

82 “Die Arbeitsmänner,” in Rot Front: Das Neue Liederbuch mit Noten, 10. Due to the copying restrictions 

of the German National Library, the song had to be retyped for this project.  
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as the song’s arranger, and the German origins of the tune went unacknowledged. The 

1923 Soviet publication of the Young Guard provides an example of this type of 

attribution (Example 4.6b). Later sources also failed to give credit to the author of the 

German text, while recognizing the German folk origins of the tune. Not only was 

Bezymenskii listed as the sole author of the Young Guard in the 1957 Anthology of Soviet 

Song, but he was also named as the only author in the anthology’s commentary.83 In fact, 

Bezymenskii directly translated the second and the third verses, making few alterations to 

the original. As mentioned in the first chapter, however, there was one significant change 

in the Russian version: the repeated two-line chorus includes the peasants in the 

revolutionary struggle as part of the “young guard.” The Soviet “young guard” had to 

include peasants, as they were the largest segment of the population in early twentieth-

century Russia.  

Musically, the early Soviet arrangement of Young Guard (Example 4.6b) 

exemplifies Soviet efforts to raise performance quality among the masses. Instead of 

creating an a capella arrangement, Shul’gin provided piano accompaniment, which 

followed the rhythm of the vocal part almost exactly. The piano provided, primarily, a 

guide for singers and, secondarily, aesthetic enhancement to the piece. As a result, the 

arrangement turned out to be didactic both ideologically and musically: its politically-

                                                   

83 Izrail’ Nest’ev, commentary to Antologiia sovetskoi pesni [Anthology of Soviet songs], Vol. 1: 1917-
1957 (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1957), 126.  
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appropriate lyrics combined with an easy-to follow, cheerful musical accompaniment that 

helped musically unsophisticated singers to embrace and participate in spreading the 

message of the song.  
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Example 4.6b: Young Guard, arranged by L. Shul’gin, mm. 1-2084 

                                                   

84 Lev Shul’gin, arr. Molodaia gvardiia [Young Guard] (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1923). 
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A similar transformational process occurred with another German march, Der 

kleine Trompeter (The Little Trumpeter), written in 1925. By the time the song was 

published in the Soviet Union five years later, the title had morphed from The Little 

Trumpeter to The Little Drummer (Malen’kii barabanshchik) and the context of the 

events narrated by the song was similarly transformed. In the German version (Appendix 

A: 7a), the song is dedicated to a horn player of the RFB (Alliance of the Red Front 

Fighters), Freidrich August Weinick (1897-1925), who was shot by the police during a 

communist campaign rally.85 Weineck’s death was used for political ends, and the text, 

about a “little trumpeter” who was shut by “an enemy bullet,” was set to music of a pre-

existing popular tune Der Gutte Kamerad (The Good Comrade), by poet Ludwig Uhland 

(1787-1862) and composer Friedrich Silcher (1789-1860). While The Good Comrade 

told a non-specific story of a fallen friend, the communist version, the author of which is 

unknown, identifies the fallen friend as a “little trumpeter, a cheerful Red Guardsman’s 

blood.”86 In the Russian version, the song was further transformed. The author of the 

Russian text, Mikhail Svetlov (1903-1964), turned the trumpeter into a drummer and 

moved the setting from the German communist struggle to the Russian Civil War 

(Appendices A: 7a and 7b). The first verse indicates that the events are happening during 

                                                   

85 Dithmar, 263; Mahlert, 71.  
86 For the full text of Uhland’s poem see Ludwig Uhland, “Der gute Kamerade,” in Gedichte von Ludwig 
Uhland (Stuttgart: J.G. Cotta, 1854), 246.   
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a war, as the detachment is going “under the rumble of a cannonade.” The second verse 

says that the drummer, who walked ahead of everyone else, had a “Bolshevik fire in his 

chest.”  

Davidenko arranged The Little Drummer, introducing the new title and new text 

in 1930. This version identified the march as a “German revolutionary song” and 

preserved the basic melody of the German original. Example 4.7a is the German 

communist version of The Little Trumpeter. Example 4.7b is part of the Davidenko’s 

arrangement of The Little Drummer with piano accompaniment, published in 1930. The 

arrangement is similar in structure to that of Shul’gin’s Young Guard: the piano, 

especially in the right hand, not only follows the movement of the voices rhythmically, 

but also keeps the vocal melody in the top piano voice at all times. It is clear from this 

and other extant arrangements from the time that the clarity of text and rhythm was the 

priority in the choral arrangements of the marches.  
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Example 4.7a: The Little Trumpeter, German version87 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

87 “Der kleine Trompeter,” in Lieder des Roten Frontkämpferbundes (Leipzig: VEB Friederich Hofmeister, 
1961), 41.  
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Example 4.7b: The Little Drummer, arranged by A. Davidenko, mm. 1-788 

 

                                                   

88 Aleksandr Davidenko, Malen’kii barabanshchik [The Little Drummer] (Moscow: Muzsektor gosizdat, 
1930). 
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4.4 Toward a Genuine Proletarian Song  

The early song exchange between German socialists/communists and their Soviet 

counterparts provided a musical gauge of the differences and similarities between the two 

countries’ socio-political climates. All of the songs discussed in this chapter, with the 

exception of The Internationale, relied on pre-existing musical traditions, but infused the 

old melodies with new ideologically-inspired texts. Folk music and other pre-existing 

popular tunes played what is undeniably the most important role in the musical fabric of 

the early mass songs in both countries. As discussed in the previous chapter, a shared 

memory between communicators is necessary to the process of mass song singing. Folk 

music was the foundation of that common memory between the song disseminators and 

those who would receive and sing the songs with them. The necessity of the common 

memory for the success of agitational music suggests a similar, wider necessity in the 

overall political fight for the hearts and minds. The ideological concepts of Marxism and 

the need for a revolution began as largely foreign concepts for the populace at large. The 

interweaving of the familiar (including traditional musical forms) with the novel (the new 

ideology of change and revolution) allowed for a more accessible introduction of abstract 

communist ideas.  

 Due to the ease with which the tunes of these songs can be remembered, they 

were easily adopted in the context of a new country. Of course, alterations in text and 

musical arrangements had to be made. These alterations were results of a variety of 

factors, including the specific agitational needs of a group, the local socio-political 
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context, and the personal choices of the authors of text and music. Scherchen’s text of 

Brothers, to the Sun to Freedom, for example, is far less violent than its Russian 

prototype, demonstrating not only the author’s more moderate views, but also the 

ideological stance of the DASB choirs for which he arranged. The German version of 

Budennyi’s Cavalry had its folk characteristics stripped from it so that the song could be 

used by the marching band of the Red Front Fighters. The Russian text of The Little 

Drummer lifted the song’s protagonist from a German communist party rally and placed 

him in the Russian Civil War, so that the new song that resulted would laud the fighters 

and the sacrifices made in the local struggle.  

 While these songs certainly introduced new ideas through their lyrics, they can 

hardly be called musically original. The proletarian composers and cultural workers of 

the various workers’ organizations were well aware of that and desired a new class of 

genuinely original proletarian songs, devoid of such overt past influences. The following 

chapter considers the mass song output of the most successful composer of mass songs—

Hanns Eisler. Eisler refused to settle for simple, rehashed agitational tunes, and wanted to 

create a unique sound for and of the revolution. We must, he wrote, “not become 

comfortable or satisfied with the usual effects of music, but [we] must also strive to 

examine and improve our methods again and again, so that the great tasks, which the 
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class struggle places before music, can be accomplished.89 The following chapter 

evaluates the practical results of Eisler’s ideals and his efforts to create this new music. 

                                                   

89 Wir dürfen es uns nicht bequem machen und mit den üblichen Wirkungen der Musik schon zufrieden 

sein, sondern [wir] müssen darüber hinaus streben, unsere Methoden immer wieder zu überprüfen und zu 

verbessern, damit die großartigen Aufgaben, die der Klassenkampf der Musik stellt, erfüllt werden kӧnnen. 
Hanns Eilser, “Fortschritte in der Arbeitermusikbewegung,” Musik und Politik, Schriften, 1924-1928, 115. 
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5. Calling for International Solidarity: Hanns Eisler’s Mass 

Songs in the Soviet Union 

When Hanns Eisler visited the Soviet Union for the first time in May of 1930, he was 

already an established composer and had consciously committed himself to creating 

politically-inspired music. Eisler’s desire for genuine proletarian music was particularly 

evident in his vocal compositions, which constituted the majority of his output at that 

time. In this final chapter, the focus shifts to an analysis of the reception and success in 

1930s Soviet Union of Eisler’s Kampflieder (fighting songs) or Massenlieder. Eisler’s 

career in the proletarian music movement is particularly important, as his compositions 

unite several themes discussed in the previous chapters. Among those themes are the 

desire of German and Soviet communists for genuine proletarian song; their difficulties 

discerning what to do with pre-existing folk, classical, and popular music; and their 

eagerness to define an ideal performance practice for mass songs and to foster genuine 

proletarian performers. Hanns Eisler’s influence on politically-conscious music is 

particularly important, as he worked closely with many people dedicated to proletarian 

art causes, such as Ernst Busch, Bertolt Brecht, Erich Weinert, and those involved in 

German agitational theater, including the Red Megaphone. In the Soviet Union, Eisler 

became primarily known for his mass songs. As a result, the issues of textual translation 

and musical transformation of mass songs in the Russian context must be considered. 

Some of his songs became widespread in the USSR in the original German, some became 
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popular in Russian translation, and others were incorporated into various films, often in 

arrangements without words.  

The chapter begins with the outline and assessment of the process of mass song 

production within the socio-political setting of Eisler’s first visits to the USSR. A 

discussion of the Soviet interpretation of Eisler as a modern composer for the proletariat 

follows, demonstrating the desperate need for new popular, politically-appropriate songs 

for dissemination among the public. Although Eisler was able, at least in part, to meet 

this need, his studies with Schoenberg, whose compositional output and approach were 

not in harmony with the Soviet ideal, had to be made to fit the Soviet mass music 

narrative. As we have seen in the second chapter, while he disagreed with Schoenberg 

about the function of music in the society, Eisler credited his teacher for his own 

excellent training in composition and the extensive knowledge of the German musical 

cannon.  

In the second part of the chapter, I examine four songs by Eisler that were 

published and became popular in the Soviet Union. The primary source for the music is a 

1937 Soviet publication entitled Pesni bor’by germanskogo proletariata (Fighting Songs 

of the German Proletariat); it included only select songs, which had been composed by 

Eisler and performed by Busch. Other publications of Eisler’s songs in the Soviet Union 

during the time period under consideration are incorporated into the discussion, as his 

music was often published in the one-sheet format. Finally, the focus shifts to an 

examination of Eisler’s role in the creation of the “international solidarity” myth, 

propagated by Comintern and compromised by Stalin’s policies. Eisler’s visits to the 
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USSR happened during a time of growing divergence between Stalinist dictatorship and 

the lingering utopian aims of the German communist party. While the KPD, through the 

Comintern, desperately appealed for Soviet support, Stalin not only abandoned the 

international revolutionary cause, but, beginning in 19301, was actively undermining the 

autonomy of the Comintern. The following song analysis not only reveals Eisler’s 

compositional style for mass songs, but it also, more importantly, shows the disconnect 

between the ideals expressed in his songs and the harsh political realities of the pre-

WWII years in the Soviet Union and the Weimar Republic.  

 

5.1 The Age of Growing Totalitarianism and the Soviet Eisler Narrative  

By the time Ernst Busch arrived in Moscow in 1935, Stalin was firmly established as the 

country’s totalitarian ruler. The resultant shift in policy was evident in the arts. The 

resolution “On the Reconstruction of Literary and Artistic Organizations” was passed in 

April of 1932, and, as a result, numerous artistic organizations disbanded and artists were 

forced into unions. Eisler’s first visits to the USSR, however, happened between 

November of 1930 and November of 1932, largely before the dissolution of the music 

organizations. Furthermore, at the time of Eisler’s early visits, the hope for a German 

communist revolution was still alive: Hitler was not appointed as chancellor until 1933. 

                                                   

1 On May 15th, 1930, the Executive Committee of the Comintern prepared a document titled “Crisis of Old 

Personnel,” which discussed the necessity of “strengthening and renewal” of the Comintern’s personnel. 

This document marked the beginning of chistka (purges) in the Comintern. Aleksandr Vatlin, Komintern: 

idei, resheniia, sud’by [Comintern: ideas, decisions, fates] (Moscow: Rossiiskaia politicheskaia 

entseklopediia, 2009), 336-341.  
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Eisler and his Soviet counterparts, therefore, remained optimistic about the future of the 

workers’ music movement and its transformative potential. Yet, despite the general 

positivity among music activists, there was a clear need for new proletarian songs. At the 

beginning of the 1930s, Eisler believed that the workers’ music movement was still in its 

experimental phases and had not reached its full potential. In the Soviet Union, music 

activists had similar attitudes. From the desperation of Soviet artists to create new music 

came the creation of a “singing Lenin” ideal. Even though Lenin rarely spoke about 

music, after his death he was often characterized as having being a musical person. In the 

introduction to the 1929 collection of Lenin’s essays Lenin i iskusstvo (Lenin and art), 

Lunacharsky wrote the following: 

Lenin sang. He sang with others, in a choir. He sang alone, while working and 

taking walks. He loved rhythms and melodies, always connecting them with 

words. The words and melodies were connected for him. Most of the time and 

with much eagerness, he sang songs, in which he could include that which he 

most cherished—the revolution.2 

 

Notably, even though Lenin was characterized as an aficionado of music, the editors 

failed to provide a single quote from Lenin himself on the subject of music. This image 

of Lenin as a revolutionary and a lover of music was needed by music activists whose 

purpose was the propagation of mass songs. 

                                                   

2 Ленин пел. Пел с другими, хором. Пел один работая, прогуливаясь. Любил ритмы, мелодии. 

Всегда соединял с ними слова. Слова и мелодии соединялись для него. Чаще всего и охотнее всего 

он пел вещи, в которые мог вложить свое заветное—революцию. Anatolii Lunacharsky, “Predislovie” 

[Introduction], in Lenin i revoliutsiia [Lenin and revolution], ed. S.D. Dreiden and V.A. Bystrianskii 

(Leningrad: Leningradskaia pravda, 1929), 3.  
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A reimagining of Lenin as a music lover was hardly the only indication of the 

necessity of new music in general, and of songs in particular; the numerous mass song 

competitions announced in Pravda are also quite suggestive. One competition 

announcement was published in March of 1927. The article spoke broadly of the need for 

new songs, yet it did not provide clear requirements for the contest.3 The call for scores 

continued well into the middle of 1930s, with some campaigns providing more details 

than others. A 1935 Pravda article, for example, claimed that the readers of the 

newspaper had demanded new songs, and so the editors, together with the composers’ 

and writers’ unions, had decided to organize a mass song competition. Several guidelines 

for the submitted scores were provided: 

1. Submitted scores for the competition can be lyrical, everyday, satirical, 

humorous, heroic in character; intended for individual, ensemble, or choral 

performance.  

2. Themes of text and music: the heroic fight of the Soviet and foreign 

proletariat for socialism, defense of the motherland, labor heroism, everyday 

life of workers and peasants, life of Soviet youth, love song, lullaby, student 

song, sport song, etc.  

3. The song must be melodic, combine highly emotional images and artistic 

perfection with simplicity and accessibility of form.4 

 

                                                   

3 “Massovaia pesnia” [Mass song], Pravda, March 30th, 1927.  
4 1. Поступающие на конкурс песни по характеру своему могут быть лирическими, бытовыми, 

сатирическими, юмористическими, героическими, рассчитанными на индивидуальное, ансамблевое 

или хоровое исполнение. 2. Темы текста и музыки: героическая борьба советского и зарубежного 

пролетариата за социализм, защита родины, трудовой героизм, быт рабочих и колхозников, жизнь 

советской молодежи, любовная песня, колыбельная, студенческая, спортивная и т.д. 3. Песня 

должна быть мелодична, сочетать высокую эмоциональность образов и художественное 

совершенство с простотой и доступностью формы. “Konkurs na luchshuiu sovetskuiu pesniu” [Best 

Soviet song contest], Pravda, June 19th, 1935.  
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The editors promised several awards for the best songs, the highest of which was the sum 

of five thousand rubles, a significant amount of money during that time. The 

announcement demonstrates the changing direction of the Soviet musical policy under 

Stalin, from overt agitation to more lyrical pieces imbued with politically-appropriate 

messages. The creation of new patriotic and class-conscious songs was clearly still a 

priority, as those themes were listed first in the requirements for the competition. The 

most difficult task for composers, however, was the third requirement of the contest: to 

create a song that would simultaneously meet high artistic standards and be accessible to 

the masses. It was precisely this proposed blending of accessibility and high art that 

concerned Eisler, who believed that the success of the workers’ music movement 

depended upon achieving it. To Eisler, this meant that what was needed was not only a 

transformation of the process of composition, but also, more importantly, of the mindset 

of the composer. Eisler exemplified this shifting mindset himself as he became more and 

more concerned with politics in the 1920s and 1930s, believing his artistic output should 

reflect his own changing attitudes. In a 1935 interview, Eisler stated: 

We must form an alliance between the music intellectuals and the working class. 

The music intellectual can learn how to think politically and can acquire a 

revolutionary attitude from the working class. The working class can take over the 

tradition of great classical music from the music intellectual, as well as the 

methods of new and contemporary music. Only when this alliance has become a 

fact will we be able to overcome the difficulties of our movement.5 

 

                                                   

5 Hanns Eisler, “Problems of Working-Class Music: Interview with Hanns Eisler,” A Rebel in Music: 

Selected Writings,100.  
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 Eisler’s views of music’s role were in line with that of his Soviet counterparts, 

and, by the early 1930s, he had become one of the most successful composers for the 

working class. So, it came as no surprise that he was incorporated into the Soviet 

working-class music narrative. His family background was acceptable, since he was the 

son of an intellectual and a working-class woman. His musical past, however, was 

problematic, in that he was one of the foremost students of Schoenberg, whose music and 

compositional style were rejected by the Soviets in the 1930s, under the Socialist Realism 

doctrine, and were considered by many proletarian music activists as unsuitable for the 

Soviet state. To make matters worse for those constructing his narrative, Eisler, despite 

his socio-political disagreements with Schoenberg, never denied his teacher’s influence 

on his development as a composer.  

 The first Soviet musicological study dedicated to Eisler’s life and music was 

written by Mikhail Druskin and published in 1934. This small fifty-two page book 

provides insights into Eisler’s reputation among Soviet critics. Druskin credited Eisler 

and his German colleagues with creation of a new mass song genre that could be clearly 

identified with proletarian class and revolution, and a new choral style, which “mobilizes 

the consciousness of listeners for the irreconcilable [with the bourgeois world, Y.L.] 

revolutionary struggle.”6 Druskin also claimed, however, that Eisler and his colleagues 

were not immune to the “anarchists’ and individualists’ ‘rebelliousness.’” Thus, 

                                                   

6 ...стиль, мобилизирующий сознание слушателей к непримиримой революционной борьбе. Mikhail 

Druskin, Gans Eisler i rabochee muzykal’noe dvighenie v Germanii [Hanns Eisler and the workers’ music 

movement in Germany] (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1934), 5.  
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according to Druskin, only a full examination of proletarian music history can yield an 

accurate assessment of Eisler’s compositional strengths and weaknesses.7 Clearly, 

Druskin’s evaluation of Eisler must be considered in the context of Soviet censorship at 

that time, remembering that Druskin, like all his colleagues, was under enormous 

political pressure to write within the Marxist-Leninist framework.8 Here, Druskin’s 

presentation of Eisler is less personal opinion than it is an official Soviet assessment of 

the composer.  

Eisler’s Soviet biographers perceived that he came out of the “petit-bourgeois 

circle,” and that he had been recognized in professional music circles before joining the 

proletarian music movement. As a student of Schoenberg, Eisler could not escape the 

influence of his teacher’s “individualistic and intellectual style of composition,” which 

the critics believed was reflected in Eisler’s early works. According to Druskin, 

Schoenberg’s students, including Eisler, learned the “most recent achievements of ‘music 

engineering,’” but that process of learning left a “significant mark on the ideological 

substance of their art.”9 Druskin enumerated the undesirable characteristics, prevalent in 

Eisler’s works until 1927 that stemmed from Schoenberg’s influence: “Frequent use of 

chromatically interwoven polyphonic voices, convulsive and strained melodic lines that 

                                                   

7 Druskin,, 6.  
8 Liudmila Kovnatskaia, “Self-censorship during the Cold War and Beyond: Experience of Self-Knowledge 

through Memoirs and Diaries by Prof. Mikhail Druskin (1905-1991)” (paper presented at the annual 

meeting of the American Musicological Society, Pittsburgh, PA, November 8, 2013).  
9 Druskin, Gans Eisler i rabochee muzykal’noe dvighenie v Germanii, 34-35.  
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lack a smooth melodiousness of breath, and rhythmic instability in the musical texture.”10 

Eisler did redeem himself somewhat, according to Druskin, by avoiding Schoenberg’s 

greatest flaw, which was utilizing an abstract compositional method that defeated the 

purpose of text, employing pieces of text merely as orchestral colors. Druskin wrote that 

Eisler picked up where Schoenberg left off. Due to his political determination, Eisler 

brought forward the issue of text and its delivery.11 This interpretation of the 

Schoenberg/Eisler lineage—from Schoenberg, an individualistic composer concerned 

only with mechanics of composition, to Eisler, the politically-conscious student who 

gradually transformed what he learned into a politically-charged musical product—

continued throughout the Soviet musicological narrative. For example, Izrail’ Nest’ev 

wrote in his 1962 book that until 1927 one can notice in Eisler’s compositions a battle 

between the “momentum of aesthetically-complex chamber music composition and a 

gradually winning trajectory of a fighting proletarian art.”12 The chapter of Nest’ev’s 

book devoted to Eisler’s transition from Schoenberg’s student to composer for the 

working class summarizes the Soviet view of the composer in its title: Ot 

anarkhicheskogo bunta—k boevomu iskusstvu proletariata (From the anarchist 

rebellion—to the fighting art of the proletariat).13 Essentially, Eisler was viewed as a 

                                                   

10 Частое использование хроматически переплетающихся полифонических голосов, судорожно 

напряженная мелодическая линия, лишенная плавной напевности дыхания, ритмическая 

неустойчивость музыкальной ткани...Ibid., 35.  
11 Ibid.  
12 …внутренняя борьба между инерцией эстетски усложненного камерного музицирования и 

постепенно побеждающей линией боевого пролетарского искусства. Izrail’ Nest’ev, Gans Eisler i ego 

pesennoe tvorchestvo [Hanns Eisler and his song compositions] (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo akademii nauk 

SSSR, 1962), 17.  
13 Nest’ev, 16-41.  
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composer who had transformed himself by turning away from his bourgeois musical 

roots in order to embrace the proletariat. However, this hard distinction drawn between 

Eisler’s bourgeois musical education and his proletarian sympathies was artificial. In 

actuality, the composer never denied his musical roots, nor did he seek to abandon them, 

but, instead, he made his musical foundation serve a political purpose.  

While the Soviets created a convenient image of Eisler, the composer 

reciprocated, at least publically, by contributing to an illusory projection of the glory of 

the Soviet State. An aggrandized view of the Soviet Union was essential to maintaining 

political enthusiasm like Eisler’s. His short visits to the Soviet Union in 1930 and 1931 

were followed by a month’s stay in May of 1932, during which he was commissioned to 

write music for the documentary film Komsomol. Pesn’ o geroiah (Komsomol. Song of 

Heroes). The film was directed by Dutch documentary filmmaker and communist 

sympathizer Joris Ivens (1898-1989), and it told of the building of a factory, designed for 

iron and steel production, in the city of Magnitogorsk in the Ural Mountains region. The 

building of the factory was one of the most ambitious projects of Stalin’s First Five-Year 

Plan (1928-1932). Ivens, Eisler, and other film crew members travelled to the region, 

lived on the premises of the developing industrial city, and observed thousands of 

workers. The result is cheerful film that begins, by way of contrast, with gloomy images 

of Western industries, resulting in communist demonstrations, and quickly moves to a 

montage of images, lasting approximately fifty minutes, of unfailingly enthusiastic Soviet 
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labor. The film concentrates on young people—the Komsomols14—who consistently 

smile while digging, lifting, and drilling. Eisler’s score begins with an instrumental 

version of The Song of the Comintern, which he wrote for Red Megaphone. The song 

accompanies the images of communist demonstrations in Germany. A message appears 

on the screen dedicating the film to the Western proletarians. The aural atmosphere of the 

film—the forward-moving instrumental march, various factory sounds, select folk songs, 

and, finally, the Magnitogorsk Song, which praises the efforts of the Soviet Youth—

contributes to the contrast between the dark scenes of Western industrialism and the 

inspiring images of the Magnitogorsk industries. The brief Magnitogorsk Song repeats 

the following verse, written by Sergei Tretyakov, and emphasizes the leadership of the 

communist party and the unconditional obedience it inspires in Soviet youth: 

Урал, Урал - Магнитная гора, 

Урал, Урал - пустынные ветра, 

Но партия сказала: Здесь встать! Здесь 

встать! 

И комсомол ответил: Все по местам! 

 

Ural, Ural – the Magnetic Mountain, 

Ural, Ural – the desert winds, 

But the party has said: Stand here! Stand 

here! 

And the Komsomol responded: All, take 

your places!15 

Eisler’s score for the film is analyzed in detail by Wolfgang Thiel in his 2012 

essay Zwischen”Hochofen-Musik” und Orchesterklängen (Between “Furnace Music” 

and Orchestral Sounds).16 Here, I would like to focus on Eisler’s own reaction to the 

                                                   

14 Komsomols - members of the Communist Youth movement  
15 In 1933, composer Hanns Hauska arranged the Maginitogorsk song as Ural’skaia-komsomol’skaia [Ural 

Komsomol] for one-part choir and piano. The copy of this arrangement is held at the Russian State Library 

in Moscow.  
16 Wofgang Thiel, “Zwischen “Hochofen-Musik” und Orchesterklängen, in Hanns Eisler: Angewandte 

Musik, ed. Ulrich Tadday (Munich: Richard Boorberg Verlag, 2012), 82-99.  
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experience in Magnitogorsk, which he described on the pages of the Illustrierte Rote 

Post. His enthusiasm about the Soviet accomplishments was obvious: “Almost all 

nationalities of the earth work together on this great task,” he said. “Next to a Kirgiz man, 

who just two years ago was a nomadic hunter, works an educated German worker; next to 

the new type of Russian engineer, who came from the working class, works a highly 

qualified American specialist.17 The film crew worked so hard creating the film, 

according to Eisler, that they received the honorary title of udarniki (lit. strike brigade or 

shock brigade)—a Soviet award for the most productive group of workers. However, 

Eisler and his film colleagues failed to notice, or, more accurately, perhaps, chose not to 

reveal, that these scenes of glowing progress were made possible through the dislocation 

of native Kazakh, Bashkir and Kirgiz populations in the region, the severe underpayment 

of workers, and the utilization of slave labor prisoners, whose complete lack of rights in 

the Soviet prison-camp system made them a free and convenient labor force for Stalin’s 

ambitious projects. About thirty-five thousand prisoners, of whom five thousand were 

children, worked in Magnitogorsk.18 Behind the Urals, a first-person account by 

American John Scott (1912-1976), provides insights into the obvious hardships and 

struggles of people working in Magnitogorsk and reveals the real costs of its industrial 

                                                   

17Fast sämtliche Nationalitäten der Erde arbeiten mit an dem großen Werk: neben dem Kirgisen, der noch 

vor zwei Jahren nomadisierender Jäger war, arbeitet der geschulte deutsche Arbeiter; neben dem neuen 

Typus des jungen russischen Ingenieurs, der aus der Arbeiterklasse stammt, arbeitet der hochqualifizierte 

amerikanische Spezialist. Hanns Eisler, Hochofen-Musik: Tonfilmarbeit in der Sowjet-Union,“ in Musik 

und Politik, Schriften 1924-1948, 171.  
18 David Riff, “Ioris Ivens. Pesn’ o geroiah.1932” [Joris Ivens. Song of Heroes. 1932]. 1st Ural Industrial 

Biennale of Contemporary Art (September 9-October 10, 2010). 

http://os.colta.ru/art/events/details/17679/?expand=yes&attempt=1#comments (accessed February 7, 2013)  
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success. After his graduation from the University of Wisconsin, Scott immigrated to the 

USSR in 1932 and worked in Magnitogorsk for several years. Scott learned Russian 

while working alongside various members of the new Soviet society, including workers 

who came to Magnitogorsk of their own will, or to escape the consequences of farm 

collectivization; members of native Kazakh and Kirgiz populations; and prisoners, 

including not only those performing manual labor, but also prisoner specialists, who had 

been sentenced to death for “anti-Soviet activity,” but were, instead, exiled to industrial 

towns, because their professional skills, such as engineering, were in demand.19 The 

majority of the workers, whether prisoners or free, faced disease, unsanitary living 

conditions, malnourishment, poor safety standards, overwork, and hazards stemming 

from the lack of enforcement of basic labor laws, thanks to weak unions and generalized 

fear.20 Scott summarized the conditions at Magnitogorsk as follows: 

A quarter of a million souls—Communists, kulaks,21 foreigners, Tartars, 

convicted saboteurs and a mass of blue-eyed Russian peasants—were making the 

biggest steel combinat in Europe in the middle of the barren Ural steppe. Money 

was spent like water, and men froze, hungered, and suffered, but the construction 

work went on with a disregard for individuals and a mass heroism seldom 

paralleled in history.22  

 

                                                   

19 See the account of Tishenko, an engineer convicted of sabotage and sent to Magnitogorsk for ten years. 

John Scott, Behind the Urals: an American Worker in the Russia’s City of Steel (Cambridge: Hougton 

Mifflin Company, 1942), 22.  
20 Ibid., 30-32, 65-66, 75. 
21 Kulaks were relatively affluent farmers, who were considered by the Soviet government to be class 

enemies of the poor peasants. Kulaks were forced not only give up their lands in the process of farm 

collectivization, but were also systematically sent to Gulags or forced to relocate to distant parts of the 

USSR.  
22 Scott, 91-92.  
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Ivens’ film did not reveal the grim realities of the suffering, and Eisler’s heroic and 

grandiose musical soundtrack served as overt propaganda. Hans Schoots, biographer of 

Ivens, claims that the film crew was well aware of the prisoners and their devastating 

conditions.23 Whether Ivens, Eisler, and their film colleagues viewed political 

imprisonment of the sort they witnessed at Magnitogorsk as a necessary evil is unknown, 

but the film project shrouded the harsh reality. Ultimately, the film faced its own brutal 

Soviet reality; Komsomol. The Song of Heroes was criticized under the Socialist Realism 

doctrine for its formalism: the film was too “documentarist,” and lacked a strong political 

hero.24 Although the film did premiere in January of 1933, it was shelved shortly 

thereafter in the Soviet Union, until 1961. This thirty-year delay was due in part to the 

film’s association with Tretyakov, who was executed in the late 1930s.25 Nevertheless, 

Eisler’s optimism for the Soviet Union remained. Among the composer’s writings is a 

typescript, written either during or shortly after his 1932 visit, comparing the music 

culture in the Soviet Union with that in Germany. The essay may have been meant for 

publication in Die Rote Fahne or in a Soviet music journal. “The stormy upward trend of 

the Soviet Union is reflected in the area of music,” wrote Eisler, before providing nine 

points of comparison between music in Germany and in the USSR. Eisler’s view seems 

to have been that everything wrong with Germany was right with the Soviet state, 

including Soviet concert life, music publishing, support for composers, efforts against 

                                                   

23 Hans Schoots, Living Dangerously: A Biography of Joris Ivens (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 

Press, 2000), 78.  
24 Ibid., 80-81.  
25 Ibid.  
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schlager26 music, proletarian music associations, and dedication to the creation of music 

with political purpose.27  

 Eisler’s last visit to the USSR before WWII was in the summer of 1935, during 

which, as he wrote to Brecht, he was treated with the tremendous respect befitting a “big 

foreign specialist,” and given a considerable sum of money for publication.28 In addition, 

Soviet newspapers wrote about him with enthusiasm. One article in which Eisler was 

interviewed appeared in the June 28, 1935, issue of Literaturnaia gazeta (Literary 

Gazette). In it, Eisler expressed admiration for the Soviet successes in literature and film. 

However, in a departure from his uncritical observations in 1932, Eisler pointed to a lack 

of progress in the Soviet music movement when it came to developing a truly Soviet 

style. Eisler also reaffirmed his conviction that composers must maintain a connection 

with their daily reality and reflect that in their music; Eisler stated that only by achieving 

unity with the surrounding reality could Shostakovich, whom Eisler considered to be 

extremely gifted, secure a bright future.29 In the article, Eisler also proclaimed his firm 

belief that the Soviet mass song genre would blossom in the future. In fact, Eisler’s own 

mass songs would be used in the Soviet Union to aid this development, and, in the 

process, those songs sometimes departed from the vision Eisler had originally held for 

them. 

                                                   

26 Lit. “hit music” (Ger.)  
27 Hanns Eisler, “Situation der Musik in der Sowjet-Union,” in Musik und Politik, Schriften, 1924-1928, 

174-175.  
28 Hanns Eisler to Bertolt Brecht, Moscow, June 28, 1935, in Briefe: 1907-1943, series IX, vol. 4.1 of 

Hanns Eisler: Gesamtausgabe, ed. Jürgen Schebera and Maren Köster (Weisbaden: Breitkopf & Härtel, 

2010), 106.  
29 Del’man, “U Gansa Eislera,” [At Hanns Eisler’s], Literaturnaia gazeta, June 29th, 1935, 6.  
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5.2 Identifying the Enemies: the Song of the Comintern (1929) and the 

Solidarity Song (1930) 

 

Eisler’s first mass-song success in the Soviet Union was the Song of the Comintern 

(Kominternlied). The song was originally composed and premiered in 1929 and was 

written for the Red Megaphone show The Third International (Ten Years of Comintern), 

as discussed in the third chapter. In 1930, it was performed in the Soviet Union as part of 

the Red Megaphone tour of the country. The text, written by Franz Jahnke and Maxim 

Vallentin, calls for a violent proletarian uprising around the world (Appendix B: 1a). The 

last two verses make direct references to the Soviet Union, urging that now that the 

workers’ force has won in Russia, people of other nations should continue their fight. The 

ultimate goal, as expressed by the last verse, is the “World Soviet Union:” 

Beratung. Beschluß. Hӧrt den Ruf: zu den 

Waffen! 

Wir haben’s gewagt und wir werden es 

schaffen! 

Herbei, ihr Soldaten der Revolution! 

Zum Sturm! Die Parole heißt: 

Sowjetunion 

heißt: Sowjetunion; Welt Sowjetunion!30 

Advice. Decision. Hear the call: to arms! 

We have dared and we will accomplish it! 

Over here, you soldiers of the revolution! 

Attack! The motto is: Soviet Union 

Soviet Union! The World Soviet Union! 

 

 

The song’s international message was extremely important for German communists, as 

the Soviet government was turning away from the international communist revolution, 

                                                   

30 The text is taken from the Red Megaphone program “Dritte Internationale (10 Jahre Komintern),” Das 

Rote Sprachrohr, February 1929. Reprinted in Deutsches Arbeitertheater, 1918-1933: Ein Dokumentation, 

edited Ludwig Hoffmann and Daniel Hoffmann-Ostwald (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1961): 362-367.  
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and its support for the Comintern (the organization) was diminishing. The Song of the 

Comintern became truly popular in the USSR beginning in November of 1930, during 

Eisler’s first visit to the country. While in the USSR, Eisler was introduced to Soviet 

proletarian composers, poets, and activists, including poet Il’ia Frenkel’ (1903-1994), 

who would become the author of the Russian text of the Song of the Comintern. In a 1979 

radio interview, Frenkel’ told about his first meeting with Eisler in 1930, which was also 

the first time he heard Song of the Comintern, in the apartment of composer Boris 

Shekhter, who had invited Frenkel’ and others to meet the composer. Eisler performed 

several of his compositions at the piano, but, according to Frenkel’, “one song has 

touched everyone especially.” The song was so well received that Eisler was asked to 

play it over and over again, “until everyone present learned it by heart,” which, said 

Frenkel’, brought great pleasure to the composer.31 “The comrades asked me to translate 

the song from German, and Hanns Eisler indicated that the translation should be a ‘Soviet 

translation.’” Frenkel’ stated.32 In 1931, the song was published with a Russian text by 

Frenkel’. 

 The Frenkel’’ text of the Song of the Comintern (Appendix B: 1a and 1b) is a free 

translation of the German text that preserves the original’s call for international 

revolution. The first two verses of the Russian version are the closest to the original 

                                                   

31 “Rasskazyvaet Il’ia L’vovich Frenkel’” [Told by Il’ia L’vovich Frenkel’], Krugozor (sound magazine) 9, 

1979. Available in public domain. “Komintern. Istoriia sozdaniia pesni” [Komintern. The history of the 

song’s creation]. Sovetskaia Мuzyka, http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=istoriy1 (accessed 

February 13, 2013). 
32 Ibid.  
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German, as both contain direct reference to fighting against the fascists. Interestingly, 

both texts identify fascists as “whites,” a color usually associated with the pro-monarchist 

forces. This small detail demonstrates the uniformity the propagandists achieved in their 

portrayal of all those who were deemed political enemies of the communists, regardless 

of those enemies’ origins or ideological goals. While the German text speaks of 

internationalism in general, the Russian text makes direct reference to the Comintern 

organization in the third verse of the song. This reference is particularly significant, as it 

reveals the clear divergence between musical propaganda and reality: by the time of the 

song’s publication in the Soviet Union (1931), the Comintern had been weakened by 

Stalin’s intrusions into its activities (see Chapter Three), and Soviet support for 

communist activities abroad was significantly diminished. The Song of the Comintern’s 

appearance in the Soviet Union around this time demonstrates the difficulties proletarian 

activists faced trying to keep up with the fast-changing political landscape. 

While the Russian text of the Song of the Comintern was dated almost 

immediately, the music certainly was not. Unlike the early mass songs discussed in the 

previous chapter, which relied on conventional tonal harmonic patterns, Eisler’s mass 

songs featured more innovative harmonies. Given the way that Eisler pushed the tonal 

boundaries of the proletarian music movement, his greatest achievement was creating 

songs that remained accessible, and even catchy, for the musically uneducated masses. 

Written in the key of C♯ minor, the Song of the Comintern challenges the tonic in its 

introduction, which serves as a musical refrain throughout the song. Example 5.1a is the 

introduction of the song, taken from the earliest Soviet publication in 1931. The first four 
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measures alternate the C♯ minor chord with the E-major ninth chord (without the third). 

The tonal center is compromised further in mm. 5 through 7: m. 5 alternates the C♯ minor 

with the G♯ minor, m. 6 alternates F♯ minor with A minor, and m. 7 holds the B-

augmented chord in the first inversion. Only in mm. 8 and 9 does the dominant chord of 

the key of C♯ minor—G♯ major—resolve to the tonic. The overall effect of Eisler’s 

harmonic innovation is that the introduction has a grotesque, almost mocking, sound. 

This short introduction reveals a similarity between Eisler’s work and that of Kurt 

Weill. The similarity is particularly evident in the earliest and best-known recording of 

the Song of the Comintern, featuring the foremost performer of mass songs at the time—

Ernst Busch. The recording was made during Busch’s stay in the Soviet Union, sometime 

between 1935 and 1937. Busch’s recording is particularly important to the discussion of 

this song, as it is likely the most faithful rendering of Eisler’s songs as the composer 

himself envisioned them. When asked, in 1961, “Which one of those who sing your 

songs do you prefer?” Eisler replied, “I will not name any names here—except that of 

Ernst Busch, who is really a brilliant singer … I take my hat off to him. But apart from 

him I will not give names or suggest anyone else.”33 

                                                   

33 Ich will hier keine Namen nennen—außer Ernst Busch, der wirklich ein genialer Sänger ist…Da ziehe 

ich den Hut. Aber sonst will ich keine Namen nennen und würde auch niemanden vorschlagen. Hanns 

Eisler, Gespräche mit Hans Bunge: Fragen Sie mehr über Brecht (Leipzig: VEB Deutscher Verlag für 

Musik, 1975), 150.  
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Example 5.1a: Hanns Eisler, The Song of the Comintern, mm. 1-1134 

 

 

                                                   

34 Hanns Eisler, Komintern (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1931), 3.  
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Busch’s 1930s-era recording of Song of the Comintern features a small orchestra 

consisting of piano, saxophone, and brass instruments, with trumpets most prominent.35 

The instrumentation for the recording is quite typical of the instrumentation of Busch’s 

pre-WWII recordings, including those made in the Soviet Union. Infused with popular 

and jazz elements—a signature of the Weimar Republic’s young composers—the 

orchestration of Busch’s Soviet recording is similar to that of Weill’s instrumentation 

during the post-WWI years. It would be easy to conclude that the instrumentation and 

harmonic structure of Eisler’s mass songs is similar to that of Weill’s instrumentation 

during mid-to late 1920s, when the Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) had captivated 

Weill and others. It would be easy to conclude that the instrumentation and harmonic 

structure of Eisler’s mass songs were products of Neue Sachlichkeit, but I intentionally 

avoid applying this term to his music; Eisler did not associate himself with Neue 

Sachlichkeit, and even criticized it for its supposed apoliticism.36 Nevertheless, the sonic 

similarities between Eisler and Weill are obvious. In the Song of the Comintern, the 

isolated sound of the high brass in the context of a small instrumental ensemble lends a 

sense of alienation. Four quarter notes, short and light, and usually in the bass, pulse 

continuously throughout the piece, creating a beat that moves steadily forward and 

maintains its buoyancy, even when Busch (and the background voices) slow the tempo to 

                                                   

35 The recording is available online in public domain. “Gimn Kominterna” (Hymn of the Comintern) 

Sovetskaia Мuzyka, http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=kominter (accessed February 14, 

2013). 
36 Stephen Hinton, “Germany 1918-45,” in Modern Times: from World War I to the Present, ed. Robert P. 

Morgan (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1993), 97.  
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emphasize certain parts of the text. This slowing occurs during the second verse, which 

speaks of the comrades who suffered physically and died, and again during the last verse, 

which emphasizes the call to create “the World Soviet Union.” Despite the drama of the 

text and the variations in tempo underscoring it, the voices and the instrumental 

accompaniment never allow themselves to engage in explicit emotionality or 

sentimentality. 

That the Soviets never became completely comfortable with the infusion of 

elements of popular music in Eisler’s songs is evident in both the later Soviet recordings 

of Eisler’s songs and the Soviet narrative of the music of the Weimar Republic. A Soviet 

recording of the Song of the Comintern created in late 1950s retains nothing of the light 

buoyancy of isolated instruments that characterized the earlier recording.37 It also 

completely ignores Eisler’s notated fast march tempo, moving at a considerably slower 

pace. A larger orchestra, with heavy and pompous quarter notes in the bass, covers the 

Weill-like isolation effect, a musical device which, by the 1950s, would certainly have 

been labeled as formalist and contrary to the Socialist Realist doctrine. The original 

sound, most likely, was considered inappropriate or too “foreign” for Russian socialism. 

The recording also features a significant textual difference. The third verse no longer 

calls people under the flag of the Comintern, which had officially been dissolved by 

                                                   

37 The recording is available online in public domain. “Gimn Kominterna” [Hymn of the Comintern] 

Sovetskaia Мuzyka, http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=zavodivs (accessed February 16, 

2013). 
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Stalin in 1943, but under that of communism in general (zov Kominterna vs. zov 

kommunistov).  

After WWII, the Song of the Comintern received a new life in the GDR: the text 

and the title of the song were changed to suit the new post-war reality (Appendix B: 1c 

and 1d). The song was now called the Song of the Workers (Lied der Werktätigen) with 

new words by East German author Stephan Hermlin (1915-1997). Only the second verse 

of the original Song of the Comintern remained in the Song of the Workers, but it was 

altered and used as the first verse. The second verse of the new version spoke of the 

Spanish anti-fascist resistance movement, which was joined by sympathizers from around 

the world, including Busch. The last verse of the Song of the Workers reflected the 

recently forged connection between the Soviet Union and the German Democratic 

Republic (GDR); the text enjoins the listener to repeat Russia’s success, and praises the 

country of “peasants and workers.” Eisler’s music remained intact, with the exception 

that the introduction was made to serve as the song’s refrain (Example 5.1b). The Song of 

the Workers was recorded by Busch after the war, with the refrain sung by a choir. 

Compared to Busch’s recording of the Song of the Comintern, the new version features a 

much slower tempo.38  

 

 

                                                   

38 The recording is available online in public domain. “Lied der Wektätigen” Sovetskaia Мuzyka, 

http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=liedderw (accessed February 18, 2013). 
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Example 5.1b: Hanns Eisler, Song of the Workers, mm. 1-1139 

 

The Russian text (Appendix B: 1c) is a close adaptation of the German, created by 

Samuil Bolotin (1901-1970) and Tat’iana Sikorskaia (1901-1984). Bolotin and 

Sikorskaia, who were husband and wife, adapted the mass songs of many nations into 

Russian. Their work is best described as text adaption, rather than as translation, because 

in addition to changing the language of the texts, they also adapted the content to appease 

Soviet censors. Their friendship with Ernst Busch resulted in the adaptation of the most 

                                                   

39 Hanns Eisler, “Pesnia rabochih” [The Song of the Workers], in Izbrannye pesni [Selected songs], ed. G. 

Shneerson (Moscow: Muzyka, 1973), 3.  
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famous of Eisler’s songs, including the Solidarity Song (Solidaritätslied), which was 

written shortly after the Song of the Comintern and became famous because of its use in 

the film Kuhle Wampe, on which Eisler and Brecht collaborated. Much like the Song of 

the Comintern, the Solidarity Song evolved over time, reflecting not only Weimar 

politics, but also the rapidly changing world affairs.  

Slatan Dudow’s (1903-1963) Kuhle Wampe, oder: Wem gehört die Welt? 

(released in English as Kuhle Wampe or Who Owns the World?), was the last communist 

propaganda film released in Germany before the Nazi takeover. Ernst Ottwalt (1901-

1943) and Brecht wrote the script, while Eisler provided the music. It premiered first in 

Moscow in mid-May of 1932, and then, after considerable struggle with the Weimar 

censors, it premiered in Berlin on May 30th of the same year. The film begins with the 

story of a working-class family, in which the daughter, Anni, is the only one working to 

support the family, and the son commits suicide because of his inability to find 

employment. Evicted from their home, the family, upon advice from Anni’s boyfriend 

Fritz (portrayed by Busch), moves to a tent colony for the unemployed, near Berlin, 

called Kuhle Wampe. Later, Anni, facing an unexpected pregnancy and a dissolved 

engagement to Fritz, moves in with her friend Gerda.40 The film explores the daily 

struggles of working-class youth and tough economic realities. The last part of the film 

features a mixed sporting event organized by young proletarians, including Anni and 

                                                   

40 Hertha Thiele, Martha Wolter, Lili Schönborn, Ernst Busch, Adolf Fischer, Max Sablotzki, and Alfred 

Schäfer, Kuhle Wampe, oder: Wem gehört die Welt?, DVD, directed by Slatan Dudow (Moose Jaw, 

Saskatchewan : Lear Media, 2003). 
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Gerda. The Solidarity Song ties together the various episodes of the sporting event and 

helps to create a powerful culmination for the film. About twenty minutes before the 

film’s end, the Solidarity Song is introduced for the first time, serving as an instrumental 

backdrop to the images of working factories. Shortly after this introduction, the Red 

Megaphone agitation group performs the song with text. The Red Megaphone, in this rare 

performance on film, sings the first two verses of the Solidarity Song for the working-

class athletes. Finally, in the last few minutes of the film, another two verses of the song 

are performed, this time by Busch and the choir, as an accompaniment to images of 

gathering workers. The use of the Solidarity Song in this final scene reveals its original 

meaning: the song served as a call for Berlin’s proletarian youth to organize. 

The version of the Solidarity Song heard in Kuhle Wampe is presented in 

Appendix B: 2a. Brecht’s original text included two more verses, which were not used in 

the film, but were included in subsequent recordings by Busch. These extra verses are 

given in Appendix B: 2b. The text of the song calls on the working class to unite in a 

fight for a better life. The question is, of course, against what or whom were they to 

fight? It is significant that despite the threat of Nazism during the time of making of the 

film, the main targets of the film are not the National Socialists, but rather the current 

Weimar government and other centrist parties. This is particularly evident in the last 

major scene of the film, directed by Brecht himself, for which the Solidarity Song serves 

as sonic bookends—playing right before and right after it. The key scene depicts diverse 

individuals, including the young workers coming back from the sporting competition, and 

middle-class men and women, traveling together in a train car. One of the bourgeois 
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passengers reads an article aloud about the deliberate destruction of coffee crops in Brazil 

undertaken to keep prices high, and various others react to the news. The indifferent, 

well-dressed bourgeois women discuss the best ways to make coffee and current coffee 

prices. Others assert that such financial manipulations are inevitable, and some of the 

bourgeois men conclude that the world cannot be changed. Gerda’s boyfriend, a young 

proletarian named Karl, shames the middle classmen for their lack of political conscience 

and charges that they, the bourgeoisie, will not be able to change the world. A wealthy 

man asks, in reply, who can change it. Gerda answers, “Those who are not satisfied.” 

While this scene demonstrates the widespread dissatisfaction with the economic 

conditions at the time, it assigns the blame to the apolitical middle class, singling out the 

working class as the only group capable of making a difference. Thus, the film ends by 

identifying the enemies of the proletariat—the apathetic bourgeoisie—without any 

mention of the National Socialists or their proposed agenda. The Solidarity Song ends the 

film, accompanying images of proletarians walking in crowds. Soviet critics who 

reviewed Kuhle Wampe after its premiere in Moscow seemed to think that the film’s 

main problem was the lack of a direct call to political action. One reviewer in 

Literaturnaia gazeta said that the film “failed to activate, to raise up the viewer for 

struggle,”41 and expressed a wish for more obvious forms of protest to be shown in the 

film. While the reviewer had complimentary things to say about the last scene in the 

                                                   

41 Y. Z. “Kule Wampe,” Literaturnaia gazeta, May 22, 1932.  
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train, the impression given of the film as a whole was unflattering: it was described as 

nothing more than a “first attempt to create revolutionary film in Germany.”42 

The Solidarity Song, as the main musical feature of the film, adopts the film’s 

general message of discontent, neither making reference to fascists nor providing any 

specifics as to how a workers’ fight should happen. In its original version, the Solidarity 

Song focused on the local struggle—the struggle of German proletariat. Brecht’s text 

beckoned the proletarians to come out of their apartments for a “red weekend,” after a 

“gray week,” referring specifically to the struggles of German workforce. However, 

changes in political conditions occurring during Busch’s stay in the Soviet Union 

transformed the Solidarity Song’s narrative.  

The earliest Soviet publication of the Solidarity Song appears in Pesni bor’by 

germanskogo proletariata in 1937. The text, given in both Russian and German, differs 

from the original 1931version. The German text is annotated as nach Bertolt Brecht (after 

Bertolt Brecht). Although the author of the modified German text is not identified in this 

publication, it is certain that it was Busch himself. Shortly after he left the USSR for 

Spain, Busch edited a book entitled Canciones de las Brigadas Internacionales (Songs of 

the International Brigades), which was a compilation of political songs from various 

nations, selected to encourage the international brigades in their fight against fascism. 

Apart from including one extra verse, the text of the Solidarity Song in this 1938 

publication matches the text presented in the 1937 Soviet publication. The Russian text 

                                                   

42 Y. Z. “Kule Wampe,” Literaturnaia gazeta, May 22, 1932. 
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by Bolotin and Sikorskaia closely follows Busch’s version, except for the omission, 

which was no doubt deliberate, of the verse that speaks of the workers’ poor conditions: 

Habt ihr auch noch Brot und Arbeit 

Oder lebt vom Stempelschein - 

Damit kann der Sozialismus 

Nicht für uns gewonnen sein.43 

Do you have bread and work 

Or do you live with an unemployment 

card– 

With this, socialism 

Cannot be won for us. 

 

 It is clear that the original text by Brecht was changed by Busch to reflect the 

context of new political reality. The words (Appendix B: 2c and 2d) of the refrain address 

the proletarians of all countries and emphasize international unity, speaking of the 

workers’ fight in a general way. In the Soviet context, Busch’s text can be interpreted as 

reminding the Soviets to remember their German comrades and to support the Comintern. 

In Spain, Busch, with his book and regular broadcasts, was aiming to raise the morale of 

the diverse international fighters, some of whom did not embrace the communist party or 

its ideology.44 That Busch was able to easily and openly change the original text 

demonstrates a particular aspect of the philosophy of mass songs during that time period: 

that a song’s value was measured primarily by its specific political purpose. Changes in 

political goals or circumstances simply translated into changes in the text of the song. In 

his later interviews, Busch admitted that, during his stay in Spain, he deliberately 

changed the words to appeal to the international fighters, substituting, for example, 

                                                   

43 Hanns Eisler, “Solidaridad,” in Canciones de las Brigadas Internacionales, ed. Ernst Busch (Barcelona: 

Tipografia Catalana, 1938), 29.  
44 The ideological struggles within the ranks of the International Brigades are described in Rob Stradling’s 

“English-Speaking Units of the International Brigades: War, Politics and Discipline,” Journal of 

Contemporary History 45, no. 4 (October 2010): 744-767.  
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Freiheitskämpfer aller Länder (freedom fighters of all nations) for Proletarier aller 

Länder (proletarians of all nations) when performing for international brigades.45  

The text of the Solidarity Song underwent yet another transformation when Brecht 

produced a version in 1947 (Appendix B: 2e). In the new post-WWII world, the song 

calls the “people of the earth … black, white, brown, yellow…” to unite in solidarity. 

This final version of the song became the most popular and has often been presented as 

the text of the song. For example, the 1964 East German song collection Leben-Singen-

Kämpfen erroneously represented the 1947 text as that of the original song from Kuhle 

Wampe.46  

Musically, the Solidarity Song demonstrates Eisler’s characteristic style, which, as 

with many of his other mass songs, provoked uneasiness and attempts at justification 

from Soviet musicologists. Much like he did in the Song of the Comintern, Eisler delays 

the introduction of the tonic (D minor) throughout the entire refrain, which begins the 

song (Example 5.2). Delaying the introduction of the tonic sonority aids the tension 

expressed in the text of the refrain, creating a sense of urgency. Furthermore, the refrain 

is tonally unstable in itself, suggesting a key of A minor, except that the A minor tonality 

is compromised by recurring alternations of its second degree (B♭/ B♮, circled in the 

example). In his analysis of Eisler’s Kampfmusik, musicologist Jürgen Elsner noted 

                                                   

45 Jochen Voit, “Spanienliederbuch: Canciones de las Brigadas Internacionales, ” Erinnerungsort: 

Materialien zur Kulturgeschichte, http://erinnerungsort.de/Spanienliederbuch-_153.html (accessed August 

19, 2013).  
46 Leben-Singen-Kämpfen: Liderbuch der deutschen Jugend (Leipzig: VEB Friedrich Hofmeister, 1964), 

46-47.  
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Eisler’s consistent preference for the Phrygian mode over major/minor relationships in 

his songs.47 The refrain of the Solidarity Song presents just that, alternating between the 

notes B♭ and B♮ (mm. 1-6) throughout the refrain, until finally settling on B♭ in m. 9, 

creating a subdominant (G minor) in the song’s overall key of D minor. However, the D 

minor key is never properly established, even in the verse: the fifth chord (based on A) is 

used without the third (mm. 13, 16, 19) until the last measure of the verse (m. 22), and 

the tonic is often given as a minor seventh chord (mm. 12, 14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

47 Jürgen Elsner, Zur vokalsolistichen Vortragsweise der Kampfmusik Hanns Eisler (Leipzig: VEB 

Deutscher Verlag für Musik, 1971), 38.  
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Example 5.2: Hanns Eisler, The Solidarity Song, mm. 1-1448 

 

The prevalence of seventh chords in the Solidarity Song suggests jazz and popular 

music influences, while the song’s structure, alternating between the soloist (verse) and 

the choir (refrain), is reminiscent of ballad singing. This is particularly evident in Busch’s 

performance of the song in Kuhle Wampe, in which the verses are given a lighter, more 

speech-like (Sprechgesang) delivery than that of the refrains. Despite the seriousness of 

the words, Busch’s solos in the refrains are emotionally reserved, retaining an emphasis 

                                                   

48 Hanns Eisler, “Pesnia solidarnosti” [The Solidarity Song], Izbrannye pesni [Selected songs], ed. G. 

Shneerson (Moscow: Muzyka, 1973), 31-32.  
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on textual clarity throughout. This subtle edginess is reflected in the jazz-like 

instrumentation, dominated by accented muted trumpets. The Soviet music critics of the 

time addressed Eisler’s use of popular and jazz idioms, and they largely found it to be 

challenging. Tretyakov, for example, describing a performance given by Busch in 1931 

of an unspecified Eisler song, reported that Eisler had difficulties publishing in the USSR 

before 1932 due to the opposition from RAPM, who were troubled by Eisler’s sarcastic 

jazz-band accompaniments.49 Although Eisler’s reputation certainly improved in the 

Soviet Union after 1932 (when the RAPM no longer existed), the problem of jazz and 

popular elements in his music remained, and since a socially-dedicated composer of 

Eisler’s caliber could not be ignored, there had to be an explanation offered for the 

undesirable elements in the revered mass songs. Druskin, writing in 1934, attempted to 

distinguish between Weill and Eisler by claiming that while both composers took from 

the same everyday “reservoir,” Eisler, due “to the strong influence of the inter-

revolutionary songs’ sounds,” could make his songs “stable,” or able to serve a purpose. 

Druskin gave examples of this move towards “stability” (ustoichivost’), which included 

changing popular dance qualities into a march-like rhythms and getting rid of excessive 

melodiousness and lyricism.50 Although Druskin recognized and even praised some 

aspects of the satirical qualities of Weill’s ballads, Druskin regarded Weill as inferior to 

Eisler because of Weill’s supposed political ignorance; unlike Eisler, Weill had been 

                                                   

49 Sergei Tretyakov, “Gans Eisler,” Lyudi odnogo kostra [People of the same fire], in Dokumental’naia 

proza [Documentary prose] (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1991), 371.  
50 Druskin, Gans Eisler i rabochee muzykal’noe dvighenie v Germanii, 25-27.  
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unable to “overcome his petit-bourgeois, class-consciously vague ‘rebelliousness,’” and 

thus had been unable to radically change his artistic path.51 This understanding of Eisler 

and Weill remained the official Soviet interpretation of the two composers. Nest’ev, for 

example, in his 1962 biography of Eisler, pointed out that, unlike Weill, Eisler had been 

able to move beyond parody and the grotesque by directing his compositional efforts 

toward the revolutionary cause.52 It is highly likely that if Weill had chosen a path that 

had been clearly dedicated to Marxist ideology, his works too would have been gladly 

accepted—with proper explanation, of course. 

 

5.3 Workers Unite!: The Song of the United Front (1934-1935) and the 

Song of the Peatbog Soldiers (1933, 1935) 

 

The Song of the United Front (Einheitsfrontlied or Pesnia edinogo fronta) was possibly 

the most famous of Eisler’s songs in the Soviet Union. Commissioned by Piscator on 

behalf of the International Music Bureau,53 it was performed for the first time by Busch 

and Eisler during the Workers’ Music Olympiad in Strasbourg, in June of 1935.54 Brecht 

had written the text (Appendix B: 3a and 3b). The song became genuinely popular not 

only in the Soviet Union, where it was eventually even included in German-language 

                                                   

51 Druskin., 24.  
52 Nest’ev, 19-20.  
53 International Music Bureau was part of MORT [Mezhdunarodnoe ob”edinenie revoliutsionnyh teatrov or 

the International Union of the Revolutionary Theaters], which existed from 1929-1936. Eisler was chosen 

as a committee member of the bureau in 1932, and as president in 1934.  
54 Michael Hass and Wiebke Krohn, ed., Hanns Eisler: Mensch und Masse (Vienna: Jüdisches Museum der 

Stadt Wien, 2009), 133. 
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textbook,55 but also across Europe. The text makes its appeal for justice based on the 

common humanity of all workers, regardless of their political party affiliations. A 

worker, according to the song, must fight for a better life, because he is a human, and 

only together with other workers can he/she achieve the basic human rights of food, 

clothes, and dignity.  

At first glance, the text of the Song of the United Front appears to be very similar 

to Brecht’s original text for the Solidarity Song, as both songs appeal to the unity of the 

proletariat. Yet, as discussed earlier, the Solidarity Song, quite independent of Brecht’s 

personal politics, appeared in the context of the struggle between socialists and 

communists, and was featured in a film that ignored the growing threat of fascism. 

Although it was written only a few years after the Solidarity Song, the Song of the United 

Front appeared when Hitler and his party could no longer be ignored and cooperation 

between socialists and communists was essential to the survival of the workers’ 

movement. The Song of the United Front reflected the change, at least externally, in the 

attitude of the Comintern towards Social Democrats and National Socialists. Between 

1928 and 1935, as a result of the Comintern’s Sixth Congress, the communists officially 

adopted an idea of “social-fascism,”56 equating the Western socialist parties with the 

National Socialists, and isolating those who attempted to cooperate with the “right.” 

                                                   

55 Irina Filimonova, “Dalekoe-blizkoe: Antifashistskaia pesnia zvuchala v russkoi hate” [Far away-close: 

Anti-fascist song sounded in the Russian hut], Moskovskaia pravda, October 14, 2002. The article is an 

excerpt from Filimonova’s diary during WWII, in which she recalls singing the Song of the United Front 

from a German-language textbook. She also writes about listening to the songs as recorded by Ernst Busch.  
56 The concept of “social-fascism” was coined by the Comintern leader (from 1919-1926) Grigorii 

Zinov’ev (1883-1936).  
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However, the rhetoric of “social-fascism” was rejected during the Comintern’s Seventh 

Congress in 1935, due to the worsening political environment in Germany dating from 

Hitler’s takeover in 1933. The Comintern, led by Georgii Dimitrov (1882-1949) at the 

time, adopted the term “united front” to describe the essential unity of the proletariat, 

regardless of party affiliations, against Hitler and the Nazi party. Dimitrov, in his main 

speech to the congress, expressed the desperate need not only for the “united front” of the 

working class, but also for the “popular front,” which was a broader, more inclusive anti-

Nazi coalition.57 The ideals of the united front were conspicuously propagated by Busch, 

who performed the Song of the United Front during his stay in the Soviet Union,58 and 

also in Spain, where he included it in his Songs of the International Brigades.59  

In 1936, the Song of the United Front was recorded by Busch in the Soviet Union 

and was translated by Bolotin and Sikorskaia for publication with German and Russian 

texts. The following year, the song appeared in Fighting Songs of the German 

Proletariat. The Russian translation closely followed Brecht’s original text. Throughout 

his career, Busch performed this song in multiple languages, often alternating languages 

between the verses and the refrain.60 The earliest recording (1936), however, made in the 

Soviet Union, was sung entirely in German. It is particularly valuable, as it preserves the 

                                                   

57 Dimitrov’s speech was published in Pravda, no.183, on August 6th, 1935.  
58 Instances of the audience singing the Song of the United Front together with Busch during his concerts in 

Moscow are discussed in Chapter Three.  
59 Hanns Eisler, “Das Lied von der Einheitsfront,” in Canciones de las Brigadas Internacionales, 99.  
60 This practice is evident in the 1937 recording made in Spain and the 1960 recording made in the GDR. 

The 1937 recording is available online in public domain. “Einheitsfrontlied,” Sovetskaia Мuzyka, 

http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=fr_unido (accessed August 28, 2013). The 1960s recording 

can be heard on Ernst Busch, Ernst Busch 1960: Live in Berlin, “Einheitsfrontlied,” Berlin Cabaret 

0014692BCB, CD, 2010.  
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song as interpreted in a unique performance—both in vocals and instrumental 

accompaniment—providing information about the song as it was actually used that 

cannot be gleaned in its entirety from Eisler’s score.61  

As was typical of Busch’s early Soviet recordings, the first Soviet recording of the 

Song of the United Front begins with a jazz orchestra, playing an eight-measure 

introduction that is not included in the printed Soviet scores. The strict four quarter note 

rhythm that remains true throughout the entire printed score is “swung” in the 

introduction of the song on the recording. As Busch’s voice enters, the accompaniment 

draws back, with the exception of a trumpet. The voice and the trumpet are conversing, in 

a call and response manner, with the trumpet “answering” Busch after the first and 

second line of every verse. Busch skillfully moves between singing and a more speech-

like delivery of Brecht’s daring text, emphasizing the grotesque cynicism of the song:  

Und weil der Mensch ein Mensch ist,  

Drum braucht er was zum Essen, bitte 

sehr 

Es macht ihn ein Geschwätz nicht satt,  

Das schafft ihm kein Essen her. 62 

And because a human is a human, 

Then he needs something to eat, please 

The chatter will not make him full, 

It makes no meal [dinner].  

 

 

During the refrain, however, the performance becomes strikingly more serious; the voice 

and the instruments percussively accent each beat, creating an obvious march:  

Drum links, zwei, drei… Then left, two, three… 

 

                                                   

61 The 1936 recording is available online in public domain. “Einheitsfrontlied,” Sovetskaia Muzyka, 

http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=arbfront (accessed August 28, 2013).  
62 Hanns Eisler, Pesni bor’by germanskogo proletariata [Fighting Songs of the German Proletariat], ed. G. 

Shneerson (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1937), 38.  
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Thus, Busch created a theatrical performance, alternating between ballad-like verses and 

a typical call-to-fight march. The bold text is set to a catchy, simple melody, but is 

supported by edgy harmonies (Example 5.3). As he did in the Solidarity Song, Eisler 

draws from popular music idioms, exploiting diminished/half-diminished seventh chords. 

The tension of the added seventh is particularly evident at the beginning of the refrain (m. 

9), in which the seventh of the chord is added to the tonic (beats 1-3) and its subdominant 

(beat 4). Additionally, the diminished seventh chords are sometimes presented without 

the third, creating a hollow sonority and adding to the uneasiness expressed in the text 

(m. 5: beats 3-4, m. 11: beats 3-4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

276 

 

 

 

 

 



 

277 

 

Example 5.3: Hanns Eilser, the Song of the United Front63 

                                                   

63 Hanns Eisler, “Pesnia edinogo fronta,” in Izbrannye pesni [Selected songs], ed. G. Shneerson (Moscow: 

Muzyka, 1973), 36-37.  
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The reality of fascism is particular evident in Eisler’s most unusual mass song—

Das Lied der Moorsoldaten (known in English as the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers). 

While Eisler did not originally write the song, which originated in the Börgarmoor 

concentration camp in 1933, his arrangement became the most popular version of the 

song. Börgarmoor held many political prisoners, including anarchists, socialists, and 

communists, and the song itself arose out of this diversity. The text was written by actor 

and theater director Wolfgang Langhoff (1901-1966) and miner Johann Esser (1896-

1971), and the original melody was composed by the communist partisan Rudi Goguel 

(1908-1976). Unlike most mass songs, and perhaps reflecting its unique story of origin, 

the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers lacks the typical march character and is, instead, rather 

slow and somber. The song premiered during the concert organized by the prisoners: 

Circus Konzentrazani. Langhoff, in his book Die Moorsoldaten. 13 Monate 

Konzentrationslager (The Peatbog Soldiers: 13 Months of Concentration Camp)64, 

published in Zurich in 1935, described the song’s premiere. It began with only the sixteen 

singers on stage, but, by the end, all of the prisoners had joined in. The guards, according 

to Langhoff, enjoyed the song as well.65 The same year that Langhoff’s book appeared, 

Eisler wrote an article, Bericht über die Enstehung eines Arbeiterliedes (Account of the 

Genesis of a Worker’s Song), in which he described the song’s enormous impact—not 

only did it raise the morale of the politically unstable prisoners, but it also favorably 

                                                   

64 Wolfgang Langhoff, Die Moorsoldaten: 13 Monate Konzentrationslager (Zurich: Schweizer Spiegel 

Verlag, 1935).  
65 Ibid., 190-193.  
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influenced the camp guards.66 While today Eisler’s account might be regarded as a 

romanticized story of proletarian music making,67 the song was indeed revered and was 

genuinely popular among prisoners from a variety of backgrounds and political 

affiliations.68 The Song of the Peatbog Soldiers entered widespread use beyond the 

Börgarmoor camp in various melodic and textual variations and adaptations.  

Examples 5.4a and 5.4b compares the melody of the Goguel’s version with that of 

Eisler. Eisler learned of the song from a former prisoner who was also, as was revealed 

later, a Gestapo spy.69 Since the exact melody sung to Eisler by his informant is 

unknown, it is fair to assume that Eisler either consciously changed the original melody 

to serve his own musical sensibilities or simply transcribed the informant’s version to the 

extent possible. In 1936, the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers was recorded in Moscow by 

Busch, using Eisler’s melody. In 1937, the song was published in the Soviet Union.  

 

 

 

 

                                                   

66Hanns Eisler, “Bericht über die Entstehung eines Arbeiterliedes,” in Musik und Politik, Schriften 1924-
1948, 274-278.  
67 In the essay, Eisler contradicts himself by stating, in the same paragraph, that the song was not written 

spontaneously, but rather by an organized group within the prisoners’ community, and, later on, that 5000 

proletarians produced this song (see “Bericht über die Entstehung eines Arbeiterliedes,” 275).  
68 See the former prisoners’ accounts in Gisela Probst-Effah, “Das Moorsoldatenlied,” Jahrbuch für 

Volksliedforschung, 40. Jarh. (1995): 75-83. Another account of surviving concentration camp prisoners 

and their knowledge of the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers may be found in V. Kuznetsov, “Bortsy za 

schast’e nemetskogo naroda” [Fighters for the happiness of the German people], Pravda, June10, 1957, 4.  
69 Eric Bentley, “The Peat Bog Soldiers: the Real Story Behind the Song,” Sing Out 16, no. 4 (August 

1966): 38.  



 

280 

 

Example 5.4a: Rudi Goguel, the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers (1933)70 

 

 

Example 5.4b: Hanns Eisler, arr. the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers (1935)71 

                                                   

70 Inge Lammel, ed., “Die Moorsoldaten” (Originalfassung), Das Lied –im Kampf geboren, Heft 10: Lieder 

der Partei (Leipzig: VEB Friedrich Hofmeister, 1961), 106.  
71 Hanns Eisler, “Pesnia bolotnykh soldat” [Song of the Peatbog Soldiers], Pesni bor’by germanskogo 

proletariata [Fighting songs of the German proletariat], ed. G. Shneerson (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1937), 12-13. 
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The original text, included in Langhoff’s book, contained six verses.72 Both the recording 

by Busch and the Russian publication omitted the third and fourth verses, retaining just 

four of the six verses, and the Russian publication added a Russian translation (Appendix 

B: 4a and 4b). With its reflective and quiet mood, the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers 

somberly recounts the hardships experienced by the prisoners. Still, the last verse 

provides a glimpse of hope: 

Doch für uns gibt es kein Klagen 

Ewig kann nicht Winter sein, 

Einmal werden froh wir sagen: 

Heimat, du bist wieder mein!73  

But for us there is no complaining, 

The winter cannot last forever! 

Someday we will say cheerfully: 

Homeland, you are mine again! 

 

The duality of melancholy blended with hope in the lyrics is reflected in the major-minor 

duality of the melody, a common feature of European folk singing. The verses of both 

versions (Goguel: mm. 1-8, Eisler: mm. 1-16) begin by establishing the minor key. 

However, the interval of the sixth that begins the refrain in both versions (Goguel: m. 8-9, 

Eisler: m. 17-18), provides a hint of a relative major. The sixth at the beginning of the 

refrain is the largest leap in each version, making this portion of the song particularly 

noticeable. The major/minor relationship is further obscured in the accompaniment. Not a 

single dominant chord in the song is complete with its third. For example, in the refrain, 

the dominant chords in mm. 22, 26, 29, 33, and 36 do not contain thirds, making the 

parallel 5ths in the voice and the piano particularly pronounced (Example 5.4c).  

                                                   

72 Langhoff, 190-193.  
73 Hanns Eisler, “Pesnia bolotnykh soldat,” 14.  
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Example 5.4c: Hanns Eisler, arr., the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers, mm. 29-3974 

 

 The interpretation of the song by Eisler and Busch paved the way for it to become 

internationally known. The 1936 Moscow recording features Busch with a small 

orchestra, along with a choir that hums in the background on the verses and fully joins in 

on the refrain.75 Avoiding sentimentality, Busch maintains textual precision throughout 

                                                   

74 Hanns Eisler, “Pesnia bolotnykh soldat,”12-13.  
75 The recording is available online in public domain. “Die Moorsoldaten” Sovetskaia Мuzyka, 

http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=pesnyab3 (accessed September 1, 2013). 
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the song, allowing only a hint of increasing intensity on the last refrain. Busch also 

recorded the song in the following year in Spain with the XI International Brigade choir, 

and it was included in his Songs of the International Brigades. This recording, which is 

taken at a significantly slower tempo, maintains the same overall emotional restraint until 

the last refrain.76 The significance of Song of the Peatbog Soldiers in the musical 

exchange between the Soviets and the German communists can be understood only in the 

context of Soviet politics at the time, and the way those politics translated into action 

through the propaganda machine. If Busch’s Moscow and Spanish recordings can be 

interpreted as direct musical products of the fight against Nazism—the song first 

appeared in a Nazi concentration camp, and Busch’s own departure from Germany was 

caused by the rise to power of the National Socialists—the song’s appearance in Soviet 

films about Germany signaled a more nuanced political dynamic than had been 

previously seen. 

 While in the USSR in 1936, Busch participated in the making of the film the 

Fighters (Borzy). Despite Hitler’s coming to power in 1933, Soviet propaganda films 

about Germany, including the Fighters, reflected the general belief shared by the Soviet 

government and people that the Nazi domination would be temporary and would lead to 

the intensification of social inequalities, triggering a proletarian revolution.77 As a result, 

                                                   

76 The recording is available online in public domain. “Die Moorsoldaten” Sovetskaia Мuzyka, 

http://www.sovmusic.ru/download.php?fname=diemoor3 (accessed September 1, 2013). 
77 The image of Germany in the early Soviet films about Germany is discussed by Evgenii Margolit, 

“Strana-dvoinik. Transformatsiia ekrannogo obraza Germanii v igrovom sovetskom kino mezhdu dvumia 

mirovymi voinami” [The “country-double:” transformation of Germany’s screen image in fictional Soviet 

films between the two world wars], in Rossiia i Germaniia v XX veke [Russia and Germany in the XX 
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many Soviet films about Germany centered on the theme of a strike by the united 

proletarians, the only ones capable of bringing change, and presented fascists as just 

another form of repressive government. Fighters reflected this reality. The film featured 

two parallel heroes: the real-life hero, communist Georgii Demitrov, who successfully 

defended himself during the 1933 Reichstag fire trial; and the fictional hero, worker Fritz 

Lemke, who dies in the struggle of the proletariat against fascism. At the end of the film, 

as in real life, Demitrov is free, signaling hope for the end of fascism. The Song of the 

Peatbog Soldiers is heard toward the end of the film, when, after his arrest and stay in the 

concentration camp, Fritz is released. While a fellow inmate shares some parting words 

with Fritz, the verse and the refrain of Eisler’s version of the song are heard, performed 

by humming male voices. The humming gets louder as the other inmates say goodbye to 

Fritz, insisting that he tell everyone of the upbeat spirit and unity among communist 

prisoners, “just like Demitrov.” The scene ends with Fritz leaving the camp, while the 

prisoners sing the last verse and refrain of the song, with its hopeful lyrics about 

reclaiming their homeland and bringing about the end of suffering. 

 The theme of the workers’ strike and the imminence of the proletarian revolution 

was at the core of another film featuring the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers. Although the 

film Bog Soldiers (Bolotnye soldaty), produced in the Soviet Union in 1938, does touch 

on the racist nature of fascism, its primary focus is on the young communist hero, Paul, 

who organizes a strike at his factory. He and his fellow communist comrades are 

                                                   

century], vol. 2, ed. Karl Einmermacher, Astrid Volpert, and Genadii Bordiugov (Moscow: AIRO-XXI, 

2010): 541-567.  
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presented as the only hope for change, and while a Jewish pharmacist helped Paul to 

escape the concentration camp, it was up to Paul to make the final attack against fascism. 

The instrumental version of the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers serves as a musical theme 

for the film. In his orchestration of the film score, composer Lev Shvarts (1898-1962) 

incorporates both Goguel’s and Eisler’s versions of the melody. The arrangement of the 

Goguel version begins the film and is heard during the opening credits. An orchestration 

of Eisler’s melody provides a sonic backdrop for the film’s powerful finale. During the 

final scenes of the film, Paul and his friends manage to turn off the power during a 

meeting of workers organized by Nazi managers. In the dark, Paul agitates the workers to 

join the fight against the fascist factory leadership by going on strike. When the power is 

restored, a Nazi asks whether anyone dared to raise his hand in support for the strike in 

the light. Gradually, the workers raise their fists for the Rote Front and the strike. The 

film ends with the raised fists of all of the assembled workers, and the sound of the Song 

of the Peatbog Soldiers.  

 With the help of Eisler and Soviet propaganda films, and without changing the 

words, the Song of the Peatbog Soldiers was transformed from a symbol of resistance 

during imprisonment under the Nazi regime into the fight song of all proletarians longing 

for revolution, whether imprisoned or free. The cultural efforts of the German 

communists, however, were severely undermined by Stalin’s political cleansings. While 

the German communists were singing about the fascist labor camps, the Soviet Union 

was moving toward building its own—designed, at least in part, to house the very 

Germans that so fervently believed in the Soviet ideal. 
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5.4 The Mythology of Eisler and His Music 

 In his mass songs, as in his other compositions, Eisler strove to achieve a genuine 

unity between high artistic standards and wide accessibility. As an extremely well-

educated composer, a rarity in the early workers’ music movement, he was capable of 

composing within any range of harmonic possibilities. Eisler chose to set accessible and 

easily remembered melodies to adventurous harmonies in his mass songs, creating some 

of the most successful political songs of that time. However, his uncommon 

compositional history and innovative musical language had to be made to fit the needs of 

the Soviet narrative. In the context of the first socialist state, it was not only the words of 

Eisler’s songs that had to be translated and adjusted, but his whole persona; his image, 

was in need of, to use a modern term, “rebranding.” Eisler—a name that encompassed 

both the man and his music—was reinvented to fit the ideals of the party. Eisler, in all 

probability, did not mind. After all, he consciously chose to “compose for the masses,” 

and had to have realized that there was the potential for adjustments to be made both to 

his music and to his biography. Consequently, when certain aspects of Eisler’s music did 

not fit the Soviet musical agenda, they were summarily rejected; certain theatrical works 

on which Eisler collaborated with Brecht, including Die Mutter (1931) and Die 

Massnahme (1930), were not performed in the Soviet Union.78 The pattern of rejection 

when his work or his story did not fit with a carefully-crafted political narrative continued 

even after WWII. The most notable post-war example was Eisler’s struggle to get the 

                                                   

78 John Willett, “Die Massnahme: The Vanished Lehrstück,” in Hanns Eisler: A Miscellany, ed. David 

Blake (Luxembourg: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1995), 85.  
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opera Johann Faustus (1952) approved by East German censors, resulting in an 

unfinished work. Furthermore, while Eilser’s mass songs were welcomed, the films in 

which his songs appeared were short-lived in the USSR. Komsomol. The Song of Heroes, 

Kuhle Wampe, and the Fighters all but disappeared after their premieres. Bog Soldiers 

was not shown after the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact (1939).  

Despite his struggles with the censors, Eisler’s songs helped perpetuate the myth 

of the unity of international workers at a time when the center of this unity, the 

Comintern—designed to inspire the communist revolution around the globe—was 

severely undermined by Stalin. Eisler’s songs, at least in the Soviet Union, became 

symbols of “another Germany” (drugaia Germaniia): one free of fascism and on the 

verge of a communist revolution. In his iconic 1965 documentary film Obyknovennyi 

fashizm (“Ordinary Fascism”, released in the USA as Triumph over Violence), Mikhail 

Rohm (1901-1971) used archival footage from Third Reich period to reveal the National 

Socialists’ atrocities.79 The film, narrated by the director himself, is divided into chapters. 

The eleventh chapter, entitled A ved’ byla drugaia Germaniia (But there was another 

Germany), incorporates instrumental versions of three out of four of the songs discussed 

here: the Song of the Comintern, the Solidarity Song, and the Song of the United Front. 

With Eisler’s music as a sonic backdrop, Rohm shows workers’ demonstrations, reveals 

the abuse that the protesters endured, and speaks of the good German proletarians who 

fell victim to Hitler’s lies. The film, of course, says nothing of the divisions among the 

                                                   

79 Mikhail Romm, dir. Obyknovennyi Fashizm [Ordinary Fascism]. DVD. Moscow: Krupnyi plan, 2006.  



 

288 

German socialists and communists, or of the struggle of the Comintern to survive and 

remain effective. In hindsight, it is difficult, and perhaps meaningless, to speculate as to 

whether the “other Germany” ever had a genuine chance of becoming realized. The 

examination, however, of Eisler’s songs, in the context of the Soviet-German relationship 

in that place in time, reflects the complexities and contradictions of this tremendously 

significant possibility
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Conclusion 

 

An examination of mass song, as conceived of and performed by German socialists and 

communists and their Soviet counterparts in the pre-Nazi period, reveals substantial 

musical exchanges between the neighboring countries. Indeed, a failure to uncover the 

connections between mass song movements in the Soviet Union and Weimar Germany is 

a failure to discover a richly interwoven tapestry of shared influence, in which the 

differences between the groups give way to commonalities in theory and purpose, and the 

subtleties of the mass song movement in each country are more fully illumined. 

Communists and socialists in both countries desired to create a specific narrative about 

their goals and accomplishments, and music—mass songs in particular—played an 

integral role in those efforts. For the Soviets, mass songs had to express an idealized 

homogeneous conception of Soviet society, to garner popular support for the state, and to 

help consolidate the largest country in the world under one-party rule. The same songs 

had to unite people of varying interests and background and to give them a new, 

ideologically-conforming identity. Whether this would all be accomplished did not 

ultimately matter, as the songs carried with them an utopian pseudo-reality, at home and 

abroad, regardless of the events on the ground. The German tour of the agitational theater 

group Blue Blouse in 1927 was an example of Soviet mythmaking. Only ten years after 

the Revolution, the group portrayed the Soviet Union as an ideologically united country, 
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with Marxist-Leninist thought permeating all aspects of everyday life, from the “new” 

folk dances and songs to the industrial accomplishments of the state.  

The German communists and socialists used the same musical tactics and songs to 

create their own believable images, not only for their working class supporters, but also, 

in the case of the communists, for audiences abroad who would learn through their music 

of the struggles of the communists against their version of German reality. The divisions 

between the SPD and the KPD complicated the struggle, and confused supporters, as both 

parties operated from similar ideology and goals, but one group believed that the 

objectives could be accomplished by legal means utilizing the electoral process, while the 

other demanded an uncompromising revolution. It is possible that the members of the 

SPD and KPD would not have recognized or admitted the extent of their ideological 

similarities, but that does not alter the fact that their musical tactics were often identical, 

especially in the early 1920s. Both parties relied heavily on choral singing, and songs like 

The Internationale; Varshavianka; Bravely, Comrades, in Step; and Dubinushka could be 

heard at the political events of both groups. The common threat of Nazism in late 1920s 

and early 1930s did not serve to unite the KPD and SPD, but contributed, instead, to 

deepening divides and bitter fighting. While the SPD was wary of the Soviet state, the 

KPD became increasingly closely aligned to their northern neighbor and were optimistic 

that they would have Soviet support for the revolution in Germany. The KPD’s musical 

output reflected that hope. The Soviet tour of the Red Megaphone agitational theater in 

1929 emphasized the international unity of all communists, and featured the Song of the 

Comintern—a symbol of the communists’ international loyalty—as the main musical 
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number throughout the performance. At home, the Soviet Union was portrayed as the 

model state to be recreated in Germany, with the Red Megaphone’s For Soviet Power 

(1930)—a showcase of the supposed accomplishments of the USSR—becoming a staple 

of their repertoire. 

Germany and the Soviet Union came from different historical realities.  The 

former boasted a long history of socialist/communist activity, but had been unable to 

bring about a revolution. The latter surprised the world in October (November) of 1917 

with a takeover at the hands of a marginal Marxist-inspired base. Still, despite their 

divergent histories and current trajectories, musical exchanges were possible, because 

activists in both countries recognized their desperate need for each other. In the early 

twenties, the Soviet state was fragile, and while musical education was not a top 

government priority, it was clear that all arts, including music, were to reinforce the 

newly-founded system, and many musical enthusiasts were willing to do the work that 

required without government prompting or pressure. Indeed, the idealism and high hopes 

of many at that time is astonishing: the production of art devoted to the ideological 

education of the masses began even before the doctrine of Socialist Realism was imposed 

by the state. 

By the time of the Russian Revolution, the German communists and socialists had 

been using singing and agitational theater as part of the workers’ political education for 

some time, and the German experience proved valuable for the Soviets. However, despite 

their considerable advancements in the political music movement that created a model for 

the Soviets, the divisions between German socialists and communists, proved to be a too 
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great of an obstacle to overcome. The German communists, in particular, recognized their 

need for the Soviets, in that the existence of the Soviet state was a sort of proof of 

concept—evidence that equality and fairness for the working class were within reach—

that was essential to their efforts to win the support of the proletariat at home. From the 

Soviets who stood to gain from the Germans’ musical experience, to the Germans who 

needed the optimism the Soviet successes could inspire in the German working class, the 

partnership between the musicians of the Soviet Union and Weimar Germany’s 

communist parties proved to be a “friendship from necessity.” 

The mutual musical sharing between the Germans and the Soviets was 

undergirded by a set of genuinely shared ideals, the most important, perhaps, being the 

belief in the transformative capability of music in general, and of collective singing in 

particular. The belief that through singing with others a human being can be inculcated 

with political ideas and drawn into alignment with the party—creating the ideal 

proletarian citizen—was crucial to the musical activists in both countries. Singing was 

meant to become a part of the communication process between individuals, through 

which a common set of group ideals could be established and reinforced. Collective 

singing became essential to communist/socialist party rituals, including parades and 

protest rallies. Furthermore, individuals were encouraged to make group singing a part of 

their everyday activities, with choirs and theatrical groups organized in workplaces in 

order to facilitate the political education of the proletariat. Recognizing music’s 

transformative power, the communists and socialists used it and infused it with their 

ideology. In the Soviet Union, by the 1930s, the propagation of political thought through 
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music became institutionalized, making singing part of the general process of fostering a 

unified group mindset. The sensations and emotions of each singer had to conform to the 

collective voice, which assumed that those disseminating political music could somehow 

regulate the emotional responses experienced by participants singing together. The 

proponents of mass songs believed that in the social setting of mass singing it was 

possible to achieve the desired emotional response by means of repetition and skillful use 

of key performance practices. Thus, it was essential that capable musical leaders be 

created to guide the masses through their musical ideological conversions. 

Musical policy makers in the parties in both countries demanded a new type of a 

performer—one whose heart and mind served the ideology the music delivered, and one 

who was capable of inspiring listeners to political action through his or her performance. 

The members of the agitational theater groups Blue Blouse and Red Megaphone desired 

nothing less than the transformation of their listeners from passive spectators into active 

revolutionaries. Remaining nameless and anonymous, the actors worked to communicate 

the political message without resorting to the use of too much entertainment. It was a 

constant challenge to strike the delicate balance between agitation, which was their true 

purpose, and entertainment, which audiences sought. The ideal performer would be both 

genuinely liked and politically effective. Everyone involved at the time realized that the 

process of the development of mass song was only just beginning; the pinnacle of 

proletarian music achievements would only come after considerable struggle with “old 

habits,” bourgeois influences, and, in particular, popular music. Music and performance 

as they existed in the twenties and thirties were a temporary evolutionary form on the 
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way to the ultimate uniquely proletarian art, free of the remnants of the undesirable past. 

One person, however, came close to embodying the future proletarian ideal as an artist, 

even in those early days: Ernst Busch, a man of modest, politically-appropriate 

background and a prodigious talent. 

Busch became an example of a performer who could skillfully negotiate any 

potential disconnect between his individuality as an artist and the collective principles he 

promoted through his work. His speech-like singing brought clearly executed text to his 

audiences, and his carefully wrought gestures reinforced the words without artificiality. 

Busch was believable, and audiences sang with him. It did not hurt, of course, that the 

majority of his song repertoire at that time consisted of songs by Hanns Eisler, a 

problematic, yet impossible-to-ignore composer in the working class’ camp. No one 

doubted Eisler’s dedication to the proletariat, but some aspects of his personal history, his 

studies with Schoenberg, in particular, were incongruous with the proletarian music 

narrative, and had to be explained. How could a student of Schoenberg, whose music was 

a symbol of bourgeois decadence, become the most prominent composer for the working 

class? In the answer to that question, Eisler’s image was adjusted by Soviet 

musicologists; unlike Schoenberg, Eisler ended up on the “right path” and had used his 

knowledge in service of the cause. In the Soviet Union, Eisler’s songs were featured in 

films, heard on the radio, and printed in party publications and song collections. 

Eventually, however, the clear emphasis on international solidarity in Eisler’s songs 

created considerable inconvenience for the post-Leninist Soviets in the 1930s, as it 

conflicted with the Stalinist plan of building “socialism in one country”—a departure 
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from the USSR’s original trajectory (at least in the eyes of its foreign sympathizers) as a 

catalyst of revolution abroad. This insular move had consequences. Eisler chose not to 

make the Soviet Union his residence in his exile and, instead, eventually moved to the 

United States. Busch, for his part, went to a war-torn Spain rather than seeking refuge in 

the communists’ dreamland. 

A lively exchange of ideas about what constituted the ideal proletarian song 

shaped the musical exchange between the two countries. The numerous music 

organizations, such as the German Workers Singing League (DASB) and the Russian 

Association of Proletarian Musicians (RAPM), debated the question of what genuine 

proletarian music should include and exclude. Composers realized that if their songs were 

to be embraced by the populace, they had to carry an element of common memory—

something familiar to the majority of listeners. Whether the cultural theorists of the time 

liked it or not, this meant that elements of familiar folk songs and marches served as the 

foundations for the early mass songs, such as Bravely, Comrades, in Step; Budennyi’s 

Cavalry; and To Meet the Dawn. The blending of elements from old, familiar music with 

the largely novel political ideology proved effective, but readjustment of the repertoire 

for foreign audiences, from a recognition of their different shared experiences, was 

necessary if the focus on collective memory was to be preserved. Words of the songs 

were changed to reflect the situation on the ground, or, as happened in most cases, to 

recast it in the desired light. The Russian Internationale spoke of the revolution as an 

event that had already been accomplished. The German version of Brothers, to the Sun, 

to Freedom, featured text that was tamed of some of its original violence. The Soviet 
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rendition of Little Drummer told the story of characters that had been altered completely 

to make them relatable in their new cultural context. These patterns of change repeated 

across the repertoire. Even Eisler’s songs were not immune from textual alterations. The 

lyrics of the Solidarity Song were freely changed by Busch, and the words of the Song of 

the Comintern were reworked until they no longer called people to unite under the 

Comintern as an organization, but under communism in general.  

The musical exchange between Soviet and German communists, and to a lesser 

degree, socialists, went beyond the creation of textual translations of mass songs. As the 

songs were adopted into the new political climate, the music had to be adjusted to suit the 

needs of each party. A song with obvious Russian folk tropes, Budennyi’s Cavalry, was 

stripped of its zapevala-podgoloski structure when performed as part of the German street 

demonstrations. The Soviet desire to raise the quality of the mass performances led to the 

creation of easy-to-follow piano accompaniments of old German tunes, such as Young 

Guard, the German origins of which were not recognized in the Soviet anthologies.  

The goal of this work has been to go beyond a mere demonstration of the existence of 

musical ties between the Germans and Soviets, or an explanation of the influence these 

connections had on the mass song movements in each country, because there is a greater 

question to address: why does this musical exchange deserve scholarly attention in the 

first place? The answer is rather simple: uncovering the connections between the music 

and people involved reveals a previously unexplored aspect of the development of the 

early twentieth-century communist/socialist movement, while constructing a flexible 

model of the cultural space at that time. Germany and the Soviet Union were developing 
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along their own diverging trajectories, but the continuing interactions between the 

musical activists of both countries throughout the interwar period produced fascinating 

results. The political space in each country was constantly changing from within, and, 

despite unifying influences from each other, the two countries became increasingly 

politically dissimilar throughout the 1920s and 1930s. By the beginning of the Second 

World War, the communist and socialist parties of Germany and the Soviet Union had 

undergone considerable transformations. After Lenin’s death in 1924 and Stalin’s 

consolidation of power by the early 1930s, the Soviet Communist Party ceased to 

promote revolution abroad, instead focusing on Soviet internal affairs. In Germany, the 

socialist and communist movements, unable to reconcile with each other, could no longer 

resist the rise of the Nazis to power. Yet, in spite of the growing political divergences at 

their cores, on the peripheries of each country’s cultural space the mass-song movement 

enthusiasts continued their efforts to create a shared space in which the needs of each 

party could be effectively heard and addressed. In this space, German communists were 

able to cling to a fragile revolutionary hope because of their illusory faith that help would 

come from their Soviet comrades. Reality was tragically different: German communists 

were among the first immigrant groups imprisoned and murdered in the Soviet Union, 

despite their loyalty to the Soviets and the revolutionary cause. By the 1930s, more than 

1500 Germans had been arrested. Still, the illusion of a coming revolution and 

international solidarity lived on in song through the war years, but, as so often happens, 

new songs, with their unflinchingly patriotic ideals, eventually displaced the calls to 

revolution. Nevertheless, looking back across the decades to the interwar period, we can 
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hear, in a time of tumultuous change and desperate hope, the voice of Ernst Busch 

singing the Song of the Comintern and the Song of the United Front—and the Germans 

and the Russians singing right along with him.
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Appendix A 

Translations of Songs Discussed in Chapter Four 

Note: Unless otherwise noted, all English translations in the Appendices are by Y. Lowry. 

Appendix A: 1a 

The Internationale (L’Internationale): English Translation of the Original French 

Version  

L’Internationale (Eugène Pottier (1871)1 English (trans. Rebecca Geoffroy-Schwinden) 

Debout, les damnés de la terre! 

Debout, les forçats de la faim! 

La raison tonne en son cratère, 

C'est l'éruption de la fin. 

Du passé faisons table rase, 

Foule esclave, debout, debout! 

Le monde va changer de base: 

Nous ne sommes rien, soyons tout! 

 

 Refrain:      

 |: C'est la lutte finale: 

 Groupons-nous, et demain, 

L'Internationale 

Sera le genre humain :| 

 

Il n'est pas de sauveurs suprêmes: 

Ni Dieu, ni César, ni tribun, 

Producteurs, sauvons-nous nous-mêmes! 

Décrétons le salut commun! 

Pour que le voleur rende gorge, 

Pour tirer l'esprit du cachot, 

Soufflons nous-mêmes notre forge, 

Battons le fer quand il est chaud! 

              Refrain        

 

L'État comprime et la loi triche; 

L'impôt saigne le malheureux; 

Nul devoir ne s'impose au riche; 

Rise up, damned of the Earth 

Stand up, prisoners of starvation 

Reason thunders in its volcano 

This is the eruption of the end. 

Of the past let us make a clean slate 

Enslaved masses, rise up, rise up. 

The world is going to change from the bottom  

We are nothing, let us be everything. 

 

Refrain:  

|: This is the final struggle 

Let us group together, and tomorrow 

The Internationale 

Will be the human race. :| 

 

There are no supreme saviors 

Neither God, nor Caesar, nor tribune. 

Producers, let us save ourselves, 

Decree the common salvation. 

So that the thief surrenders, 

To take the spirit from its prison 

Let us fan the furnace ourselves 

Strike the iron while it is hot. 

          Refrain  

 

The State oppresses and the law cheats. 

Tax bleeds the unfortunate. 

No duty is imposed on the rich; 

                                                   

1 Eugène Pottier, “L’Internationale,” in Chants révolutionnaires (Paris: Dentu, 1887), 13-15.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eug%C3%A8ne_Pottier
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Le droit du pauvre est un mot creux. 

C'est assez, languir en tutelle, 

L'égalité veut d'autres lois; 

“Pas de droits sans devoirs dit-elle, 

Égaux, pas de devoirs sans droits!” 

              Refrain  

 

Hideux dans leur apothéose, 

Les rois de la mine et du rail 

Ont-ils jamais fait autre chose 

Que dévaliser le travail? 

Dans les coffres-forts de la bande 

Ce qu'il a créé s'est fondu. 

En décrétant qu'on le lui rende 

Le peuple ne veut que son dû. 

              Refrain        

 

Les rois nous saoulaient de fumées 

Paix entre nous, guerre aux tyrans! 

Appliquons la grève aux armées, 

Crosse en l'air, et rompons les rangs! 

S'ils s'obstinent, ces cannibals, 

À faire de nous des héros, 

Ils sauront bientôt que nos balles 

Sont pour nos propres généraux. 

              Refrain  

     

Ouvriers, paysans, nous sommes 

Le grand parti des travailleurs; 

La terre n'appartient qu'aux homes, 

L'oisif ira loger ailleurs. 

Combien de nos chairs se repaissent! 

Mais si les corbeaux, les vautours, 

Un de ces matins disparaissent, 

Le soleil brillera toujours! 

              Refrain       

“The rights of the poor” is an empty phrase. 

Enough languishing in custody! 

Equality wants other laws: 

No rights without duties, she says, 

Equally, no duties without rights. 

          Refrain 

 

Hideous in their apotheosis 

The kings of the mine and of the rail. 

Have they ever done anything other 

Than steal work? 

Inside the strong coffers of the gang, 

What work created was melted. 

By demanding that they return it, 

The people want only their due. 

          Refrain 

 

The kings made us drunk with fumes, 

Peace among us, war to the tyrants! 

Let the armies strike, 

Stocks in the air, and break ranks. 

If they insist, these cannibals 

On making heroes of us, 

They will know soon that our bullets 

Are for our own generals. 

          Refrain 

 

Workers, peasants, we are 

The great party of laborers. 

The earth belongs only to men; 

The idle will go reside elsewhere. 

How much of our flesh have they consumed? 

But if these ravens, these vultures 

Disappeared one of these mornings, 

The sun will still shine. 

          Refrain 
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Appendix A: 1b  

The International (Интернационал):  Russian Versions (verses 1, 2, 6)  

Russian words by Arkadii Kots (differences in the two text versions are underlined) 

Text from Pravda newspaper 

(March 5th [March 18th], 1917) 

From the First Collection of the 

Revolutionary Songs 

(Chernomordikov, ed., 1925) 

Hymn of the USSR (1922-

1944) 

English Translation with 

variants in the refrain 

Вставай, проклятьем 

заклеймённый 

Весь мир голодных и рабов! 
Кипит наш разум 

возмущённый 

И  в смертный бой вести готов. 

Весь мир насилья мы разроем 

До основанья, а затем— 

Мы наш, мы новый мир 

построим:  

Кто был ничем, тот станет 

всем. 

 

Припев:  

|: Это будет последний 

И решительный бой! 

С Интернационалом 

Воспрянет род людской! :| 

 

Никто не даст нам 

избавленья— 

Ни бог, ни царь и ни герой! 

Добьёмся мы освобожденья 

Своею собственной рукой. 

Чтоб свергнуть гнёт рукой 

умелой, 
Отвоевать своё добро, — 

Вздувайте горн и куйте смело, 

Пока железо горячо! 

Припев 

 

Лишь мы, работники 

всемирной,  

Великой армии труда, 

Владеть землёй имеем право, 

Но паразиты — никогда! 

И если гром великий грянет 
Над сворой псов и палачей, — 

Для нас всё так же солнце 

станет 

Вставай, проклятьем 

заклеймённый, 

Весь мир голодных и рабов! 
Кипит наш разум 

возмущённый 

И смертный бой вести готов. 

Весь мир насилья мы 

разрушим 

До основанья, а затем 

Мы наш, мы новый мир 

построим, — 

Кто был ничем, тот станет 

всем! 

 

Припев:  

|:Это есть наш последний 

И решительный бой! 

С интернационалом 

Воспрянет род людской! :| 

 

Никто не даст нам 

избавленья— 

Ни бог, ни царь и ни герой, 

Добьёмся мы освобожденья, 

Своею собственной рукой. 

Чтоб свергнуть гнёт рукой 
умелой, 

Отвоевать своё добро — 

Вздувайте горн и куйте смело, 

Пока железо горячо. 

Припев 

 

Лишь мы, работники 

всемирной 

Великой армии труда, 

Владеть землёй имеем право, 

Но паразиты — никогда. 
И если гром великий грянет 

Над сворой псов и палачей, — 

Rise up, those who are shamed 

by the curse, 

All the world of the starving and 
enslaved! 

Our outraged mind is boiling, 

Ready to lead [into] a deadly 

fight. 

We will tear down (destroy) the 

world of violence 

Down to its foundation, and then 

We will build our new world. 

He, who was nothing, will 

become everything! 

 

Refrain of the Pravda version:  

 

|: This will be our final  

and decisive battle! 

With the Internationale 

   humanity will rise up! :| 

 

Refrain of the USSR Hymn:  

 

|: This is our final  

and decisive battle; 

With the Internationale 

   humanity will rise up! :| 

 

 

No one will give us deliverance, 

Not god, nor tsar, nor hero. 

We will win liberation, 

With our own hand. 

To overthrow oppression with a 

skilled hand, 

To win back what is ours – 

Fire up the furnace and strike 
boldly, 

while the iron is still hot! 

Refrain 
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Сиять огнём своих лучей... 

                Припев 
Для нас всё так же солнце 

станет 

Сиять огнём своих лучей. 

Припев 

 

 

Only we, the workers of the 

worldwide 
Great army of labor, 

Have the right to own the land, 

But the parasites - never! 

And if the great thunder rolls 

Over the pack of dogs and 

executioners, 

For us, the sun will still shine 

with the fire of its beams. 
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Appendix A: 1c 

Die Internationale: Three German Versions (Verses 1,2,6) 

 
Franz Diederich (1908)2 Emil Luckhardt (1910) Erich Weinert (1937)3 

Nun reckt empor des Elends 

Stirnen, 
Ihr Angeschmiedeten der Not! 

Aus Tiefen grollt des Rechtes 

Zürnen, 

Der Tag bricht an, der Glutball 

loht. 

Vermorschtes sinkt in Gruft und 

Grauen, 

Was sinkt, wir stoßen es hinein! 

Wir wollen neu die Welt 

erbauen, 

Sind nichts wir, lasst uns alles 

sein. 
 

Refrain:  

|: Schon jubeln des Siegers 

Signale! 

Empor! Der Tag dringt ein. 

Die Internationale 

Wird die Menschheit sein! :| 

 

Der ist ein Tor, wer seinen 

Ketten 

Der Hoffnung Blick nach oben 
stellt! 

Wir schaffen, um uns selbst zu 

retten, 

Und unsre Rettung gilt der Welt! 

Die Hände weg von unsrer 

Scheuer! 

Dem Geist die Fesseln ab! So 

sei's. 

Wir heizen selber unser Feuer. 

Schlagt auf das Eisen! Es ist 

heiß. 

Refrain 

 

Wacht auf, Verdammte dieser 

Erde, 
die stehts man noch zum 

Hungern zwingt! 

Das Recht wie Glut im 

Kraterherde 

Nun mit Macht zum Durchbruch 

dringt. 

Reinen Tisch macht mit dem 

Bedränger! 

Heer der Sklaven, wache auf! 

Ein Nichts zu sein, tragt es nicht 

länger, 

Alles zu werden, strömt zuhauf! 
 

Refrain:  

|: Völker, hört die Signale! Auf 

zum letzten Gefecht! 

Die Internationale erkämpft 

das Menschenrecht! :| 

 

Es rettet uns kein höh'res 

Wesen, 

kein Gott, kein Kaiser, noch 

Tribun. 
Uns aus dem Elend zu erlösen, 

Können wir nur selber tun! 

Leeres Wort: des Armen 

Rechte! 

Leeres Wort: des Reichen 

Pflicht! 

Unmündig nennt man uns und 

Knechte, 

Duldet die Schmach nun länger 

nicht! 

Refrain 

 
In Stadt und Land, ihr 

Arbeitsleute, 

Auf, ihr Verdammte des 

Planeten, 
auf, Hungerknechte, aus dem 

Sumpf! 

Vernunft bricht aus den 

Morgenröten. 

Aus Schlünden donnert sie 

Triumph. 

Macht endlich Schluß mit dem 

Gewesnen! 

Es stürzt die Welt. Der Tag ist 

nah. 

Denn heut sind wir die 

Auserlesnen. 
Wir waren nichts, jetzt sind wir 

da! 

 

Refrain: 

|: Zum letzten Kampf! Ihr alle, 

Ihr Völker im Verein! 

Die Internationale 

Wird alle Menschheit sein! :| 

 

Wir wissen, dass uns glücklich 

mache 
kein Gott, kein Kaiser, kein 

Tribun. 

Genossen, unsrer Freiheit Sache 

kann nur in unsren Händen ruhn! 

Packt, bis es brüllt, das 

Ungeheuer, 

Und schafft dem Geist ein freies 

Gleis! 

Wir blasen jetzt ins eigne Feuer. 

Schlagt auf den Stahl, er ist noch 

heiß! 

Refrain 
 

                                                   

2 The Diederich and Luckhardt’s text are taken from Kampfgesang: Proletarische Freiheitslieder (Berlin: 

Verlag der KAPD, 1920)  
3 Erich Weinert, “Die Internationael,” in Nachdichtungen franzӧsischer, russischer und ukrainischer Lyrik 

des 19. Jahrhunderts, vol. 7 of Gesammelte Gedichte (Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 1987), 36-37.  
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Du Volk verbrüderter Millionen, 

Du Arbeitsbund der ganzen 

Welt! 
Nur den, der schafft, soll Glück 

belohnen. 

Der Müßiggang verliert das 

Feld. 

Hinweg, die uns am Fleische 

hangen! 

Schon scheucht die Angst sie 

weit und breit: 

Sie flattern auf in Todesbangen 

– 

O steig empor, du Sonnenzeit! 

Refrain 

Wir sind die stärkste der 

Partei'n. 

Die Müßiggänger schiebt 
beiseite! 

Diese Welt muß unser sein; 

unser Blut sei nicht mehr der 

Raben 

Und der mächt'gen Geier Fraß! 

Erst wenn wir sie vertrieben 

haben, 

Dann scheint die Sonn' ohn 

Unterlaß! 

Refrain 

 

 

Arbeiter, Bauern, kommt zum 

Ende! 

Wir sind der Schaffenden Partei! 
Die Welt gehört in unsre Hände. 

Der Reichen Schonzeit ist vorbei. 

Sie sogen Blut aus unsren 

Wunden. 

Reißt ihnen ab den 

Heiligenschein! 

Erst wenn das Geiervolk 

verschwunden, 

wird unsre Welt voll Sonne sein! 

Refrain 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

305 

Appendix A: 1d 

The Internationale: Translations of the Three German Versions 

Franz Diederich (1908) Emil Luckhardt (1910) Erich Weinert (1937) 

Rise up miserable foreheads, 

You troubled in distress! 

From deep rumbles of just anger, 

Dawn is breaking, the fireball 

blazes. 

Decayed decline in graves and 

horror, 

What declines, we plunge in! 

We want to build a new world 

We are nothing, let us be 

everything! 

 

Refrain: 

|: The victor’s signal cheers 

already! 

Upward! The day is ending. 

The International 

Will be the human race! :| 

 

One is a fool who places his hope 

in a glimpse of (that which is) 

above! 

We work to save ourselves, 

Our salvation is directed at the 

world! 

Hands of our barn! 

Mind of the chains! So be it. 

We heat our own fire. 

Strike the iron! It is hot. 

                Refrain  

 

You, fraternized millions of 

people, 

You, working union of the entire 

world! 

Only the one, who works, should 

happiness reward.   

Idleness looses the field. 

Away, who hangs us by the flesh! 

Already, the fear frightens you far 

and wide: 

Arise you damned of the earth 

You prisoners of starvation! 

Justice like a volcanic glow 

Now penetrates with 

breakthrough force. 

Face the oppressor! 

Wake up, you army of slaves! 

Tolerate no longer to be 

nothing, 

To be everything--unite! 

 

Refrain:  

|: People, hear the signal! 

To the last battle! 

The International 

Wins the human race!:| 

 

No higher being can save us, 

No God, no Kaiser, nor tribune 

Saving us from misery 

We can only do ourselves! 

Empty phrase: "Rights of the 

poor!" 

Empty phrase: "Duty of the 

Rich!”  

Dependent, they call us, and 

the servants, 

Endure the shame no longer! 

                Refrain 

 

In town and country, you 

workers, 

We are the strongest of the 

parties. 

Push the idlers aside! 

This world must be ours, 

Our blood shall no more feed 

the crows and mighty vultures! 

Only when we have driven 

them out, 

Up, you damned of the planet, 

Up, starving from the swamp! 

Reason breaks out of the dawn. 

From maws thunders the 

triumph. 

Finally put an end to the past! 

It overthrows the world.  

The day is near.  

For today we are the chosen ones 

We were nothing, now we are 

here! 

 

Refrain: 

|: To the final battle! All of you, 

You, people in the union! 

The International 

Will be the entire human 

race!:|  

 

We know that our happiness 

comes not from God, nor Kaiser, 

not tribune. 

Comrades, our freedom can only 

rest in our hands! 

Seize, until it screams, the 

monster, 

And free the path for the spirit! 

We now blow the fire 

Hit the steel, while it is hot! 

                  Refrain 

 

Workers, peasants, come to the 

end! 

We are the party of workers! 

The world belongs in our hands. 

The honeymoon period of the 

rich is over! 

They sucked the blood from our 

wounds. 

Demolish them from their glory! 
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You tremble in the fear of death— 

O rise up, you, Sunshine!  

                 Refrain 

The sun will unceasingly 

shine! 
                        Refrain 

Only when the vultures 

disappear, 

Our world will be full of 

sunshine! 

                   Refrain  
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Appendix A: 2a 

 

Varshavianka: Polish, Russian, and German Versions 

Warszawianka4 

 (Wacław Święcicki, 1879) 

Варшавянка (Gleb 

Krzhizhanovskii, 1897)5 

Warschawjanka6 

(author unknown, 1918) 

Śmiało podnieśmy sztandar nasz 

w górę! 

Choć burza wrogich żywiołów 

wyje, 
Choć nas dziś gnębią siły 

ponure, 

Chociaż niepewne jutro 

niczyje... 

O!.. bo to sztandar całej 

ludzkości, 

To hasło święte, pieśń 

zmartwychwstania, 

To tryumf pracy, 

sprawiedliwości, 

To zorza wszystkich ludów 

zbratania! 
 

Chór: 

|:Naprzód Warszawo! 

Na walkę krwawą 

Świętą a prawą!.. 

Marsz, marsz, Warszawo! :| 

Dziś, gdy roboczy lud ginie z 

głodu, 

Zbrodnią w rozkoszy tonąć jak 

w błocie, 

I hańba temu, kto z nas za 
młodu, 

Lęka się stanąć choć na szafocie! 

Nikt za ideę nie ginie marnie, 

Z czasem zwycięża Chrystus 

Judasza! 

Niech święty ogień młodość 

ogarnie, 

Choć wielu padnie,--lecz 

przyszłość nasza!.. 

Chór 

Вихри враждебные веют над 

нами, 

Тёмные силы нас злобно 

гнетут, 
В бой роковой мы вступили с 

врагами, 

Нас ещё судьбы безвестные 

ждут. 

Но мы поднимем гордо и 

смело 

Знамя борьбы за рабочее дело, 

Знамя великой борьбы всех 

народов 

За лучший мир, за святую 

свободу. 

 

Припев:  

|: На бой кровавый, 

Святой и правый, 

Марш, марш вперед, 

Рабочий народ. :| 

 

Мрёт в наши дни с голодухи 

рабочий, 

Станем-ли, братья, мы дольше 

молчать? 

Наших сподвижников юные 
очи 

Может ли вид эшафота 

пугать? 

В битве великой не сгинут 

бесследно 

Павшие с честью во имя идей, 

Их имена с нашей песней 

победной 

Станут священны мильонам 

людей. 

Feindliche Stürme durchtoben 

die Lüfte, 

drohende Wolken verdunkeln 

das Licht. 
Mag uns auch Schmerz und Tod 

nun erwarten, 

gegen die Feinde ruft auf uns die 

Pflicht. 

Wir haben der Freiheit 

leuchtende Flamme 

hoch über unseren Häuptern 

entfacht: 

die Fahne des Sieges, der 

Völkerbefreiung, 

die sicher uns führt in der letzen 

Schlacht! 
 

Refrain: 

Auf, auf nun zum blutigen, 

heiligen Kampfe, 

bezwinge die Feinde, du 

Arbeitervolk! 

Auf die Barrikaden, auf die 

Barrikaden, 

erstürme die Welt, du 

Arbeitervolk! 

 
Tod und Verderben allen 

Bedrückern, 

leidendem Volke gilt unsere Tat, 

kehrt gegen sie die mordenden 

Waffen, 

daß sie ernten die eigene Saat! 

Mit Arbeiterblut gedüngt ist die 

Erde: 

Gebt euer Blut für den letzen 

Krieg, 

                                                   

4 Wacław Święcicki, “Warszawianka,” in Wybόr poezyj dla robotnikow [Choice of poetry for workers] 

(Genewa: Organizacyja Proletaryjat, 1890), 17-18.  
5 “Varshavianka,” in Pervyi sbornik revoliutsionnyh pesen [First collection of the revolutionary songs], ed. 

David Chernomordikov, ed (Moscow: Muztorg, 1925), 9.  
6 “Warschawjanka,” in Leben-Singen-Kämpfen: Liederbuch der deutschen Jugend (Leipzig: VEB Friedrich 

Hofmeister, 1964), 18-19.  
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Hurra! Zerwijmy z carów 

korony, 

Gdy ludy dotąd chodzą w 
cierniowej; 

I w krwi zatopmy nadgniłe 

trony, 

Spurpurowiałe we krwi ludowej! 

Ha!.. zemsta straszna 

dzisiejszym katom, 

Co wysysają życie z milionów!.. 

Ha! Zemsta carom i 

plutokratom!.. 

A przyjdzie żniwo przyszłości 

plonów! 

Chór 

 

Припев 

 

Нам ненавистны тиранов 
короны, 

Цепи народа-страдальца мы 

чтим, 

Кровью народной залитые 

троны 

Мы кровью наших врагов 

обагрим! 

Месть беспощадная всем 

супостатам! 

Всем паразитам трудящихся 

масс. 

Мщенье и смерть всем царям-
плутократам! 

Близок победы 

торжественный час. 

Припев 

daß der Menschheit Erlösung 

werde! 

Feierlich naht der heilige Sieg. 

Refrain 

 

Elend und Hunger verderben uns 

alle, 

gegen die Feinde ruft mahnend 

die Not: 

Freiheit und Glück für die 

Menschheit erstreiten! 

Kämpfende Jugend erschreckt 

nicht der Tod. 

Die Toten, der grossen Idee 

gestorben, 
werden Millionen heilig sein. 

Auf denn, erhebt euch, Brüder, 

Genossen, 

ergreift die Waffen und schliesst 

die Reihn! 

Refrain 
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Appendix A: 2b 

 

Varshavianka: English Translations7  

Polish (trans. Beth Holmgren)  Russian German 

We'll boldly raise our banner 

high 

Though a hostile storm is 
howling, 

Though today dark forces 

oppress us, 

Although  no one's future is 

certain. 

For this is the banner of all 

humanity, 

The sacred battle-cry and song 

of resurrection, 

The triumph of labor and justice, 

The dawn of brotherhood for all! 
 

Refrain:  

Forward, Warsaw! 

To the sacred, righteous, 

bloody battle! 

March, march, Warsaw! 

 

Today when the workers are 

starving 

It's a crime to wallow in luxury. 

And shame on those in their 

youth 
who fear to stand on the 

scaffold! 

No one dies in vain for an idea. 

In time Christ Jesus will be 

victorious! 

May our youth (young people) 

be embraced by a holy flame. 

Though many will fall, the 

future is ours! 

                    Refrain 
 
Hurrah! We'll tear off the tsars' 

crown 

While the people still bear one 

of thorns, 

And we'll drown their rotten 

Enemy whirls are blowing over 

us, 

Dark forces are hatefully 

oppressing us.  

We had entered a deadly fight 

with the enemies, 

Unknown fates are waiting for 

us. 

But we will lift proudly and 

boldly 

A banner of fight for the 

worker’s cause, 

A banner of the great battle of 

all people 

For a better world, for holy 

freedom! 

 

Refrain: 

|:To the bloody battle, 

Holy and righteous, 

March, march forward, 

Working people! :| 

 

The worker is dying from 

hunger in our days, 

Will we, brothers, continue to be 

silent? 

Could the eyes of our fellow 

fighters 

Be scared by the sight of the 

scaffold? 

The fallen with honor in the 

name of the cause 

Will not disappear without a 

trace in a great fight  

Hostile storms rage through the 

air, 

Threatening clouds shadow the 

light: 

And may even pain and death 

await us now, 

Duty calls us against the 

enemies. 

We have lit freedom’s radiant 

flame 

High above our heads: 

The banner of victory, the 

people’s liberation, 

Which safely leads us in the last 

battle! 

 

Refrain:  

Up, up, now to the bloody, 

holy fight, 

Conquer the enemy, you, the 

working people!  

To the barricades, to the 

barricades, 

Storm the world, you, the 

working people!  

 

Death and destruction to all the 

oppressors,  

Our deed is aimed at the 

suffering people, 

Turn against them the murderous 

weapons, 

So they harvest their own seeds! 

The earth is fertilized with 

workers’ blood:  

Give your blood for the last war, 

                                                   

7 The second verse of the Russian version corresponds with the third verse of the German text and the third 

Russian verse corresponds with the second German verse.   
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thrones in blood, 

Paint them crimson with the 

blood of the people! 
Ha! Dread vengeance on today's 

hangmen, 

Who suck the life out of 

millions. 

Ha! Vengeance on the tsars and 

plutocrats, 

And we'll reap the future's 

harvest! 

                    Refrain 

Their names in our victorious 

song 

Will become sacred to the 

millions of people. 

                    Refrain  

 

The tyrants’ crowns are 

repulsive to us 

We honor the chains of a 

suffering nation, 

The thrones, flooded by the 

people’s blood, 

We will stain with the blood of 

our enemies.  

Merciless revenge to all 

adversaries, 

To all parasites of the working 

masses, 

Revenge and death to all tsars-

plutocrats, 

The grand hour of victory is 

near! 

Refrain 

So that there may be salvation of 

mankind! 

Solemnly approach the holy 

victory. 

                    Refrain  

 

Misery and hunger ruin us all, 

Poverty calls warningly against 

the enemies: 

Fighting for freedom and luck 

for mankind! 

The fighting youth is not 

frightened by death. 

The dead, who died on behalf of 

the great idea, 

Will be holy to millions, 

Up, then, rise, you brothers, 

comrades, 

Seize the weapons and close the 

ranks! 

                    Refrain  
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Appendix A: 3a 

Dubinushka (Дубинушка, lit. “cudgel” or “wooden bat”): Early Russian versions 

Version published 

in 19048 

Translation Version published in 

1923
9
 

Translation 

Запев: 

Да вы, ребята,  

бери дружно! 

Хор:  
Тащить сваюшку 

нам нужно. 

 

Припев: 

Эх, дубинушка, 

ухнем! 

Эх, зелёная, сама 

пойдёт, 

Идёт, идёт, идёт, 

идёт, идёт, идёт 

 

Запев: 
Да вы, ребята не 

робейте, 

Хор: 

Свою силу не 

жалейте. 

Припев 

 

Запев: 

Да вы, ребята, 

дери глотку! 

Хор: 
Нам хозяин даст 

на водку. 

Припев 

 

Запев: 

Вы, ребятушки, 

старайтесь, 

Хор:  

За дубинушку 

хватайтесь! 

Припев 

Song-starter: 

Oh you, fellows, 

pull together! 

Choir: 
We need to drag the 

pile. 

 

Refrain: 

Hey, cudgel, 

crash! 

Hey, the green-

one, will move 

itself, 

It’s going, going, 

going, going, 

going, going 

 

Song-starter: 

Oh you, fellows, 

don’t be timid, 

Choir: 

Don’t spare your 

strength. 

Refrain: 

 

Song-starter: 

Oh you, fellows, 
strain your throats! 

Choir: 

The master will 

give us vodka. 

Refrain: 

 

Song-starter: 

Oh you, fellows, 

try! 

Choir:  

Grab the cudgel! 

Refrain: 

Запевало:  
Не легка рабочим ломка, 

вражья сила не соломка 

 

Припев (хор):  

Эй, дубинушка, ухнем!  

Эй, зелёная сильнее бей, 

 Подёрнем, подёрнем, да 

ух! 
 

Перед силой не сробеем, 

всех врагов, как вихрь, 

развеем 

Припев 

 

Будь на страже, брат 
рабочий: старый мир нам 

смерть пророчит 

Припев 

 

Посмотри, спешат к 

дубине и в Париже и в 

Берлине 

Припев 

 

Кровьи пролито не мало, 

при сверженьи капитала 

Припев 

 

После бури, после грома 

заживём мы по другому 

Припев 

 

А сейчас перед врагами 

ощетинились штыками 

Припев 

 

Song-starter:  

Breaking is hard for the 

workers, the enemy’s 

power is not like a straw 

 

Refrain (choir): 

Hey, cudgel, crash!  

Hey, the green-one, beat 

harder! 

 Let’s pull, let’s pull, and 

crash!  

Refrain 

 

Before the force (we) will 

not be timid, (we) will 

scatter all enemies like 
whirlwinds 

Refrain 

 

Be prepared, working 

brother: the old world is 

predicts death to us 

Refrain 

 

Look, (all) hurry to the 

cudgel in Paris and in 

Berlin 

Refrain 

 

Much blood is spilled, 

while overthrowing the 

capitalists 

Refrain 
 

After the storm, after the 

thunder, (we) will live 

differently 

Refrain 
 

                                                   

8 Evgeniia Lineva, ed.,“Dubinushka,” in Velikorusskiia pesni v narodnoi garmonizazii [Great-Russian 

songs in folk harmonization] (St. Petersburg:  Izdanie imperatorskoi akademii nauk, 1904), 62-66. 
9 “Dubinushka,” in Pesni Revoliutsii [Songs of the revolution] (Moscow: Vserossi’skii proletkul’t, 1923), 

10.  
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 But now before the 

enemies, charged with the 

bayonets  

Refrain  

 

 

Appendix A: 3b 

 

Dubinushka: Most Common Russian and German Versions in the 1920s 

Дубинушка (A. Ol’hin, 1885)10 Dubinuschka (author unknown)11 

Запевала:  
Много песен слыхал я в родной стороне, 

В них про радость и горе мне пели; 

Но из песен одна в память врезалась мне — 

Это песня рабочей артели: 

 

Припев (все): 

Ой, дубинушка, ухнем! 

Ой, зеленая, сама пойдёт! 

Подернем, подернем 

Да ухнем! 
 
И от дедов к отцам, от отцов к сыновьям 

Эта песня идет по наследству, 

И лишь только как станет работать невмочь, 

Мы — к дубине, как к верному средству. 

                             Припев 
 

Я слыхал эту песнь, ее пела артель, 

Поднимая бревно на стропила. 

Вдруг бревно сорвалось и умолкла артель, — 

Двух здоровых парней придавило. 

                             Припев 
 
Англичанин-мудрец, чтоб работе помочь, 

Изобрел за машиной машину, 

А наш русский мужик, коль работа невмочь, 

Так затянет родную дубину. 

                             Припев 
 

Тянем с лесом судно, иль железо куем, 

Иль в Сибири руду добываем — 

С мукой, болью в груди одну песню поем, 

Про дубину в ней всё вспоминаем. 

Vorsänger:  
Manches Lied hӧrt’ ich einst in der Arbeiter Kreis 

--Ach es klang drin von Lust und von 

Schmerzen!— 

Wenn auch viel ich vergaß, immer bleibt doch die 

Weis’ 

Von der Arbeit mir treu in dem Herzen: 

 

Refrain (Chor) 

He, du Knüppelchen, du grünes 

He, und will es nicht von selber geh’n, 

Wir helfen, wir helfen! 

So gib ihm! 

 

Aus der Großväter Mund hat vererbt bis auf heut’ 

sich das Lied von dem wackeren Knüppel. 

Denn noch jeder ergreift, wenn die Not ihn 

bedroht 

Wohl nach ihm als dem sichersten Mittel. 

Refrain 

 

Statt zu schwitzen, erfand schlau und äußerst 

geschickt 

Sich der Engländer neue Maschinen. 
Unser russ’scher Muschik singt, vom Schuften 

gebückt, 

Nur sein Lied von dem Knüppel, dem grünen. 

Refrain 

 

Wenn der Bauer verreckt, wie ein Bauer halt stirbt, 

Hinterläßt er dem Sohne ein Erbe: 

Trag’ geduldig dein Los, wie’s ein Bauer erwirbt, 

An den Knüppel denk auch, wenn ich sterbe. 

Refrain 

                                                   

10 “Dubinushka,” in Russkie narodnye pesni: melodii i teksty [Russian folk songs: melodies and texts] 

(Moscow: Muzyka, 1987), 4-5 
11 “Dubinuschka,” in Kampf-Lieder (Berlin: Vereinigung Internationaler Verlags-Anstalten, 1923), 31.  
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                             Припев 
 

И на Волге-реке, утопая в песке 
Мы ломаем и ноги, и спину, 

Надрываем там грудь, и, чтоб легче тянуть, 

Мы поем про родную дубину. 

                             Припев 
 

Но настанет пора и проснется народ, 

Разогнет он могучую спину 

И на бар и царя, на попов и господ 

Он отыщет покрепче дубину. 

 

General und Baron schwelgen wüst durch die 

Nacht, 
Krämer Schmerbauch praßt frӧhlichen Mutes, 

Von der “Arbeit” erschӧpft, singt man lustig und 

lacht, 

Singt das Lied: “Du mein Knüppelchen, gutes!” 

Refrain 

 

Doch es kommt noch der Tag, wann der Muschik 

erwacht, 

Reckt und streckt die gebundenen Glieder— 

Und erschlägt seinen Feind, der ihn elend 

gemacht, 

Mit dem Knüppel zu Boden danieder. 
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Appendix A: 3c 

 

Dubinushka: English Translations 

Russian German 

Zapevala:  

I have heard many songs around my native land 

They sang of joy and sorrow; 
But one of the songs has been in my head 

It is a song of the working people 

 

Refrain (choir): 

Hey, cudgel, crash!  

Hey, the green-one, will move itself! 

 Let’s pull, let’s pull!  

And crash! 

 

And from grandfathers to fathers, from fathers to 

sons  
This song is handed down.  

And when it is unbearable to work, 

We (reach) for the cudgel, our true help. 

Refrain 

 

I have heard this song, it was sung by the 

workmen, 

While lifting the log, they did not sling it. 

When suddenly the log fell, and the workmen got 

quiet— 

Two healthy young men were crushed down. 

                      Refrain 
 

The Englishman/wise-man to aid his work, 

Invented one machine, after another  

But our Russian man, when the work is 

unbearable   

Will grab his dear cudgel. 

Refrain 

 

(Whether we are) pulling a barge with wood or 

forging the iron, 

Or mining in Siberia,  
With torment, with pain in the chest (we) sing 

one song,  

We remember the cudgel in it. 

Refrain 

 

And on the Volga-river, sinking in sand, 

Soloist: 

I have heard many songs among the working people 

In them sounds of happiness and pain! 
Although much I forgot, but the melody remains 

Of the work faithful to me in my heart 

 

Refrain (choir): 

Hey, you cudgel, you green one, 

Hey, and if it doesn’t want to go on its own, 

We help, we help! 

So give it!  

Refrain 
From grandfathers’ mouth has passed down to 

today 
The song of the brave cudgel. 

For yet everyone seizes it, when the hardship 

threatens him 

As the surest means to protect himself.  

Refrain 

 

Instead of sweating, the smart and highly skillful 

Englishman 

Invented new machines 

The Russian muzhik12, bent over by the scoundrels, 

Sings only his song about the cudgel, the green-one.  

Refrain 
 

When the peasant croaks, as a peasant does, 

He leaves his son a legacy: 

Carry your fate patiently, as a peasant acquired  

And think about the cudgel also when I die. 

Refrain 

 

General and baron revel wildly through the night 

Shopkeeper’s potbelly splurges happily 

Exhausted of “work,” one sings funny and laughs, 

Singing the song: “You are my good cudgel.” 

Refrain 

 

But there will come the day, when muzhik (peasant) 

awakes, 

Raises and stretches the constrained limbs 

And slays his enemy, who made him miserable, 

                                                   

12 Peasant man (Rus.)  
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We are breaking (our) legs and backs 

Straining there (our) chests, and to ease the 

pulling, 
We sing about the dear cudgel. 

Refrain 

 

But the time will come, and the people will arise,  

Will straighten their mighty back,  

And for landowners and tsar, for priests and 

masters, 

He will find a sturdy cudgel!   

Refrain 

With the cudgel onto the ground.  

Refrain 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Appendix A: 3d 

Dubinushka: Slightly Varied German Version (author unknown, 1923)13 

Viele Lieder hӧrt ich einst am häuslichen Herd, 

Sie erzählten von Glück und vom Leide. 

Doch nur eins in Erinnerung stets mir erklingt, 

Der Gesang nur des Arbeiterheeres: 

 

Refrain: 

He, du Eichenknüppel, vorwärts! 

He, du grüner, gehst von selber schon! 

Faßt an doch, so zieht doch, he, vorwärts! 

 

Es erdachte der englische, praktische Mann,  

Um die Arbeit zu fӧrdern, Maschinen. 

Doch das russisch Volk, wenn die Kraft ihm 

erlahmt, 

Neuen Mut sich dann schӧpft aus dem Liede: 

Refrain 

I have once heard many songs around the home 

hearth, 

They told of happiness and sorrow. 

But only one always sounds in my memory, 

Only the song of the working army: 

 

Refrain: 

Hey, you oak cudgel, forward! 

Hey, you green-one, you go by yourself already! 

Come on, grab it, pull it, hey, forward! 

 

The practical Englishman to help his work 

Invented machines, 

But the Russian people, when the work tires them, 

 Then draw courage from the song: 

Refrain 

 

 

                                                   

13 ‘Dubinushka,” in Gemischte Chӧre ohne Begleitung, ed. Alfred Guttmann (Berlin: Deutschen Arbeiter-

Sängerbundes, 1926), 57-59.  
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Appendix A: 3e 

 

Dubinushka: as Recorded by Feodor Shaliapin (1927), Paris14 

Много песен слыхал я в родной стороне, 
В них про радость и горе мне пели; 

Но из песен одна в память врезалась мне — 

Это песня рабочей артели: 

 

Припев (хор): 

Ой, дубинушка, ухнем! 

Ой, зеленая, сама пойдёт, сама пойдёт! 

Подернем, подернем, 

Да ухнем! 

 

Англичанин-мудрец, чтоб работе помочь, 
Изобрел за машиной машину, 

А наш русский мужик, коль работа невмочь, 

Так затянет родную дубину. 

Припев 

 

Но настала пора, и поднялся народ,  

Разогнул он согбенную спину,  

И стряхнув с плеч долой тяжкий гнёт 

вековой, 

На врагов своих поднял дубину.  

Припев 

 
Так иди же вперёд, наш великий народ, 

Позабудь свое горе кручину, 

И к свободе святой гимном радостным пой, 

Дорогую родную дубину.  

Припев 

 

I have heard many songs around my native land 
They sang of joy and sorrow; 

But one of the songs has been in my head 

It is a song of the working people 

 

Refrain (choir): 

Hey, cudgel, crash!  

Hey, the green-one, will move itself, move itself! 

 Let’s pull, lets pull,  

And crash! 

 

The Englishman/wise-man to aid his work, 
Invented one machine, after another  

But our Russian man, when the work is unbearable   

Will grab his dear cudgel. 

                                   Refrain 

 

But the time had come and the people arose 

Strengthened their  bent backs 

And shaking from [their] shoulders a heavy 

century’s yoke, 

Lifted the cudgel against their enemies.  

                                  Refrain 

 
So go ahead, our great people, 

Forget your grief and sorrow, 

To holy freedom sing a joyous hymn, 

[The song] of a dear native cudgel. 

Refrain 

 

 

                                                   

14 Fyodor Chaliapin Sings Russian Folk Songs, with Russian Orthodox Cathedral Choir of Paris, dir. Albert 

Coates, Hänssler Classic, CD 94.504, 1927.  
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Appendix A: 4a 

 

Budennyi’s Cavalry: Russian and German Versions 

Конная Будённого (N. Aseev, 1922)15 Budjonny’s Reiterei (H. Schinkel, 1928)16 

Запевала: 

С неба полудённого жара-не подступи! 

Конная Будённого раскинулась в степи. 

Хор:  

Конная Будённого раскинулась в степи (2 раза) 

                                     Раскинулась в степи 

 

Запевала: 

Не сынки у маменек в помещичьем дому— 

Выросли мы в пламени, в пороховом дыму. 

Хор: 

Выросли мы в пламени, в пороховом дыму (2 

раза) 

                                         В пороховом дыму. 

 

Запевала:  

Будет белым помниться, как травы шелестят, 

Когда несётся конница рабочих и крестьян. 

Хор: 

Когда несётся конница рабочих и крестьян (2 

раза) 

                                      Рабочих и крестьян. 

 

Запевала: 

Не начинаем бой мы, но помня Перекоп, 

Всегда полны обоймы для вражьих черепов. 

Хор: 

Всегда полны обоймы для вражьих черепов, (2 

раза) 

                                   Для вражьих черепов. 

 

Запевала: 

Никто пути пройдённого у нас не отберёт, 

Конная Будённого, дивизия, вперёд! 

Хор: 

Auf den Rücken müder Pferde 

Rotes Regiment. 

Auf die braune Steppenerde 

Heiß die Sonne brennt. 

 

Refrain: 

|:Allezeit sind wir bereit, 

Budjonny führt uns an:| 

Budjonny führt uns an 

 

Wie im Takt die Zügel klappen 

Und das Gras, es rauscht. 

Hebt den Kopf empor der Rappen, 

Und der Reiter lauscht. 

Refrain 

 

In Gefahr und Pulverdämpfen 

Wuchs Budjonnys Heer, 

Und aus tausend heißen Kämpfen 

Stieg die rote Wehr 

Refrain 

 

Wenn wir stürmen zum Gefechte, 

Daß das Feld erbraust, 

Hütet euch, ihr weißen Knechte, 

Vor der roten Faust! 

Refrain 

 

Einmal steigen wir zu Pferde 

Für die letzte Schlacht. 

Ihr Millionen auf der Erde, 

Vorwärts aus der Nacht! 

Refrain 

                                                   

15 Aleksandr Davidenko, Konnaia Budennogo [Budennyi’s cavalry] (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1934).  
16 Alexander Dawidenko, “Budjonny’s Reiterei,” in Rot Front! Das neue Kampfliederbuch mit Noten 

(Berlin: Verlag Junge Garde, 1928).  
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Конная Будённого, дивизия, вперёд, (2 раза) 

                                            Дивизия вперёд!  

 

 

Appendix A: 4b 
Budennyi’s Cavalry: English Translations 

Russian German 

Zapevala: 

Since noon it’s hot—can’t approach! 

Budennyi’s cavalry is spread out in the steppe. 

Choir:  

Budennyi’s cavalry  is spread out in the steppe, (2 times) 

                     Is spread out in the steppe.  

Zapevala: 

We are not sons of landowners, 
We grew up in flames, in the smoke of gunpowder. 

Choir: 

We grew up in flames, in gunpowder’s smoke, (2 times) 

                             In gunpowder’s smoke. 

 

Zapevala: 

 The Whites will remember how grass is moving, 

When the cavalry of workers and peasants is dashing. 

Choir: 

When the cavalry of workers and peasants is dashing (2 

times). 
           Workers and peasants is dashing. 

 

Zapevala:  

(We) don’t start the fight without remembering about the 

trenches, 

Our magazines are filled for the enemies’ skulls. 

Choir:   

Our magazines are filled for the enemies’ skulls. (2 times) 

                     For the enemies’ skulls. 

 

Zapevala: 

No one will take away from us the traveled journey, 

Budennyi’s Cavalry, division, forward! 

Choir: 

Budennyi’s Cavalry, division, forward! (2 times) 

 

                                                  Division, forward! 

On the backs of tired horses,  

The Red Regiment. 

On the brown steppe 

The hot sun burns. 

 

Refrain: 

 |:We are always ready, 

 Budennyi leads us:|  

Budennyi leads us!  

 

As the reins are beating in step 

 And the Grass, it moves 

The black horse lifts up his head 

And the rider listens. 

Refrain 

 

In danger and in gun smoke  

Budennyi’s army grew, 

And out of a thousand heated battles,  
The red defense rose. 

Refrain 

 

 When we charge for battles 

 That the field rustles,  

Beware, you white servants, 

Of the red fist! 

Refrain 

 

 Once we get on horses  

For the last battle, 

Millions on the Earth,  
Charge forward from the night! 

Refrain 
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Appendix A: 5a 

Bravely, Comrades, in Step: Russian and German Versions  

Смело (дружно), товарищи, в ногу (L. Radin, 

1896)17 

Brüder, zur Sonne, zur Freiheit (Hymnus)  (H. 

Scherchen, 1917)18 

Дружно, товарищи, в ногу  

Духом окрепнем в борьбе,  
|:В царство свободы дорогу,  

Грудью проложим себе. :| 

 

Вышли мы все из народа,  

Дети семьи трудовой.  

|: «Братский союз и свобода»,—  

Вот наш девиз боевой.:| 

 

Долго в цепях нас держали,  

Долго нас голод томил,— 

|:Чёрные дни миновали,  
Час искупленья пробил.:| 

 

Время за дело приняться, 

В бой поспешим мы скорей, 

|:Нашей ли рати бояться 

Призрачной силы царей?:| 

 

Всё на чём держатся троны,  

Дело рабочей руки.  

|:Сами набьём мы патроны,  

К ружьям привинтим штыки!:|  

 
С верой святой в наше дело, 

Дружно сомкнувши ряды, 

|:В битву мы выступим смело 

С игом проклятой нужды. :|    

 

Свергнем могучей рукою  

Гнёт роковой навсегда 

|:И водрузим над землёю 

Красное знамя труда.:| 

Brüder zur Sonne zur Freiheit, 

Brüder zum Lichte empor. 

|:Hell aus dem dunklen Vergangenen 

Leuchtet die Zukunft hervor! :| 

 

Seht, wie der Zug von Millionen 

Endlos aus Nächtigem quillt, 

|:Bis eurer Sehnsucht Verlangen 

Himmel und Nacht überschwillt.:| 

 

Brüder, in eins nun die Hände, 

Brüder, das Sterben verlacht: 

|:Ewig der Sklaverei ein Ende, 

Heilig die letzte Schlacht! :| 

 

Additional verses added later by the communists 

(author unknown)19 

Brechet das Joch der Tyrannen, 

Die euch so grausam gequält. 

|:Schwenket die blutigrote Fahne 

über die Arbeiterwelt. :|   

Brüder ergreift die Gewehre, 

Auf zur entscheidenden Schlacht! 

|:Dem Kommunismus die Ehre, 

Ihm sei in Zukunft die Macht. :|   

 

 

 

                                                   

17 “Druzhno, tovarishchi, v nogu,” Pravda, March 12 (March 25), 1917.  
18 “Hymnus,” in Kampf-Lieder (Berlin: Vereinigung Internationaler Verlags-Anstalten, 1923), 23.  
19 Additional verses taken from: Reinhart Dithmar, Arbeiterlieder 1844 bis 1945 (Neuwied: Hermann 

Luchterhand Verlag, 1993), 236.  
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Appendix A: 5b 

Bravely, Comrades, in Step (Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom): English Translations 

Russian German 

Together, comrades, in step 
Our spirit gets stronger in the fight, 

|:Into the kingdom of freedom, 

We will pave the way by force.:| 

 

We came from the people, 

Children of the family of labor. 

|: “Brotherly union and freedom,”— 

This is our fighting motto.:| 

 

For long they held us in chains, 

For long has hunger tormented us,— 
|:The dark days have passed, 

The hour of redemption has struck.:| 

 

It is time to set to work, 

Let us hurry into the battle, 

|:Why should our army fear 

The ghostly force of the tsars?:| 

 

The only thing that holds their thrones, 

Is the labor of a working hand. 

|:We will stuff ammunition ourselves,  
On the guns will we screw the bayonets!:| 

 

With holy faith in our cause, 

Together closed our ranks, 

|:We will bravely start the battle 

With a yoke of cursed hardship.:|  

 

Let us throw down with a powerful hand 

The fatal oppression forever 

|:And plant above the earth 

The red banner of labor.:| 

 

Brothers, to the sun, to freedom, 
Brothers, up to the light. 

|:Brightly out of the dark past, 

The future is shining through! :| 

 

Look, how the processionof millions 

endlessly gushes forward out of the darkness, 

|:Till your longing desire 

Over swells the sky and the night.:|  

 

Brothers, now unite your hands, 

Brothers, ridicule death: 
|:An end to slavery forever, 

Holy is the last fight!:| 

 

 
Additional verses added later by the communists 

(author unknown) 

 

Break down the yoke of tyrants,  

who tortured you so cruelly. 

|:Wave the blood-red banner 

Over the worker’s world.:| 

 
Brothers, seize your guns,  

To the decisive battle! 

|:To the honor of Communism, 

Be dedicated the power of the future.:|  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

321 

Appendix A: 5c 

Russian March of the Red Guards (Russischer Rotgardistenmarsch: English 

Translation 

Note: This song was performed to the same melody as Bravely, Comrades, in Step (Rus.) 

or Brothers, to the Sun, to Freedom (Ger.). Some songbooks combined verses by 

Scherchen and the ones below into one song.20 

 

German (author unknown)21 English 

Brüder, ergreift die Gewehre, 

Auf zur entscheidenden Schlacht! 

Sollten denn unsere Heere 

Fürchten das Trugbild der Macht? 

 

Und aus dem Elend zu lӧsen, 

Ballt die bewaffnete Faust, 

Die auf die zitternden Grӧßen, 

Wie ein Blitz niedersaust. 

 

Die wir dem Elend entstammen, 
Brüder aus Armut und Qual, 

Brennen im Kampfe zusammen, 

Werden geschliffener Stahl. 

 

Ihnen war Macht und war Ehre, 

Wir sind vor Hunger verreckt, 

Ladet die blanken Gewehre, 

Das Bajonett aufgesteckt. 

 

Auf, und verjagt die Tyrannen, 

Daß ihre Herrschaft zerfällt. 

Schmückt mit den blutroten Fahnen 
Unsere Arbeiterwelt. 

Brothers, seize your guns,  

To the decisive battle! 

Should our armies 

Fear the illusion of power? 

 

And to break away from misery 

Clench the armed fist, 

Which to the trembling magnitudes, 

Will rush down like lightening.  

 

 We, who are coming from the misery, 
Who are brothers from poverty and torture, 

We burn together in the battle 

Becoming polished Steel.  

 

They had power and honor, 

We were dying of hunger, 

Load the polished guns, 

With the screwed bayonet. 

 

Onward, and chase away the tyrants, 

So that their rule molders. 

Adorn with the blood-red flags 
Our workers’ world.  

 

 

 

                                                   

20 See, for example, “Rotgardistenmarsch,” in Proletarische Kampf-Lieder (Düsseldorf: Herausgeber synd. 

Jugend, Krefeld, 1925), 5.  
21 “Russischer Rotgardistenmarsch,” in Kampf-Lieder (Berlin: Vereinigung Internationaler Verlags-

Anstalten, 1923), 23.  
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Appendix A: 6a 

To Meet the Dawn (Young Guard): German and Russian Versions 

Dem Morgenrot entgegen (H. Eildermann, 

1907)22 

Молодая Гвардия (A. Bezymenskii, 1922)23 

Dem Morgenrot entgegen, 

Ihr Kampfgenossen all! 
Bald siegt ihr allerwegen, 

Bald weicht der Feinde Wall! 

Mit Macht heran und haltet Schritt! 

Arbeiterjugend? Will sie mit? 

 

|: Wir sind die junge Garde 

Des Proletariats! :| 

 

Wir haben selbst erfahren 

der Arbeit Frongewalt 

in düstren Kinderjahren 
und wurden früh schon alt. 

Sie hat an unserm Fuß geklirrt, 

die Kette, die nur schwerer wird. 

 

|: Wir sind die junge Garde 

Des Proletariats! :| 

 

Die Arbeit kann uns lehren 

und lehrte uns die Kraft, 

den Reichtum zu vermehren, 

der unsre Armut schafft. 

Nun wird die Kraft, von uns erkannt, 
die starke Waffe unsrer Hand! 

 

|: Wir sind die junge Garde 

Des Proletariats! :| 
 

Wir reichen euch die Hände, 

Genossen all, zum Bund! 

Des Kampfes sei kein Ende, 

eh' nicht im weiten Rund 

der Arbeit freies Volk gesiegt 

und jeder Feind am Boden liegt. 
 

|: Wir sind die junge Garde 

Des Proletariats! :| 

Вперёд, заре навстречу,  

Товарищи в борьбе!  
Штыками и картечью  

Проложим путь себе.  

Смелей вперёд, и твёрже шаг,  

И выше юношеский стяг!  

 

|: Мы - молодая гвардия  

Рабочих и крестьян. :| 

 

Ведь сами испытали  

Мы подневольный труд,  

Мы юности не знали  
В тенетах рабских пут.  

На душах цепь носили мы -  

Наследье непроглядной тьмы.  

 

|: Мы - молодая гвардия  

Рабочих и крестьян. :| 

 

И, обливаясь потом,  

У горнов став своих,  

Творили мы работой  

Богатство для других.  

Но этот труд в конце концов  
Из нас же выковал борцов,  

 

|: Нас - молодую гвардию  

Рабочих и крестьян. :| 

 

Мы поднимаем знамя!  

Товарищи, сюда!  

Идите строить с нами  

Республику Труда!  

Чтоб труд владыкой мира стал  

И всех в одну семью спаял, -  
 

|: В бой, молодая гвардия  

Рабочих и крестьян! :| 

                                                   

22 “Lied der Arbeiterjugend,” in Sozialistisches Liederbuch (Thüringen: Herausgegeben vom 

Bildungsausschuß der Sozialdemokratischen Partei Deutschlands Landesverband, 1945), 7.  
23 Molodaia gvardiia [Young Guard] (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo, 1923).  
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Appendix A: 6b 

To Meet the Dawn (Young Guard): English Translations 

German Russian 

To meet the dawn,                                         
 All you comrades! 

Soon you will win everywhere 

Soon the enemy’s wall will give in! 

With power approach and keep the step! 

Young workers? Will you join us? 

 

|: We are the young guards 

Of the proletariat! :| 

 

We have ourselves learned 

The power of labor 
In gloomy childhood 

And we became prematurely old. 

They had clanked our feet with 

The chain, which becomes ever heavier. 

 

|: We are the young guards 

Of the proletariat! :| 

 

The work can teach us 

And taught us the strength 

To increase the wealth 
That our poverty created 

Now the force, realized by us, becomes 

A strong weapon of our hand 

 

|: We are the young guards 

Of the proletariat! :| 

 

We extend to you the hands 

Comrades, to the alliance! 

The struggle will not end before 

Throughout the world the 

work of free people is victorious 
And every enemy is cast down. 

 

|: We are the young guards 

Of the proletariat! :| 

 

Forward to the dawn, 
Comrades in struggle 

With bayonets and buckshot 

We will make the way for us. 

Bravery forward, and firm step, 

And higher young flags! 

 

|: We are the young guard 

Of workers and Peasants! :| 

 

We experienced ourselves 

Forced labor 
We did not know youth 

In captive slavery 

We wore chains on our souls— 

Inheritance of impenetrable darkness.  

 

|: We are the young guard 

Of workers and peasants! :| 

 

And, sweating 

At our mountains 

We were creating 
Wealth for others 

But this labor, in the end, 

Made fighters out of us. 

 

|: Us, the young guard 

Of workers and peasants! :|  

 

We are lifting the flag 

Comrades, come here! 

Come and build with us 

The republic of labor. 

So labor becomes world’s ruler 
And solder everyone into one family. 

 

|: To the battle, young guard 

Of workers and peasants! :| 

 

 

 



 

324 

Appendix A: 7a 

The Little Trumpeter (The Little Drummer): German and Russian Versions 

Der kleine Trompeter (author unknown)24 Маленький барабанщик (M. Svetlov)25 

Von all unsern Kameraden 
war keiner so lieb und gut, 

|:wie unser kleiner Trompeter, 

ein lustiges Rotgardistenblut.:| 

 

Wir saßen so fröhlich beisammen 

in einer so stürmischen Nacht. 

|:Mit seinen Freiheitsliedern 

hat er uns so fröhlich gemacht.:| 

 

Da kam eine feindliche Kugel 

bei einem so fröhlichen Spiel. 
|:mit einem so seligen Lächeln, 

unser kleiner Trompeter, er fiel.:| 

 

Da nahmen wir Hacke und Spaten 

und gruben ihm morgens ein Grab. 

|:Und die ihn am liebsten hatten, 

die senkten ihn stille hinab.:| 

 

Schlaf wohl, du kleiner Trompeter, 

wir waren dir alle so gut. 

|:Schlaf wohl du kleiner Trompeter, 
du lustiges Rotgardistenblut.:| 

Мы шли под грохот канонады,  
Мы смерти смотрели в лицо.  

|:Вперед продвигались отряды  

Спартаковцев, смелых бойцов.:| 

 

Средь нас был юный барабанщик,  

В атаках он шел впереди  

|:С веселым другом барабаном,  

С огнем большевистским в груди.:|  

 

Однажды ночью на привале  

Он песню веселую пел,  
|:Но, пулей вражеской сраженный,  

Пропеть до конца не успел.:| 

 

С улыбкой юный барабанщик  

На землю сырую упал 

|:И смолк наш юный барабанщик,  

Его барабан замолчал :| 

 

Промчались годы боевые,  

Окончен наш славный поход.  

|:Погиб наш юный барабанщик,  
Но песня о нем не умрет.:| 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

24 “Der kleine Trompeter,” in Lieder des Roten Frontkämpferbundes (Leipzig: VEB Friedrich Hofmeister, 

1961), 41-42.  
25 Malen’kii barabanshchik [The Little Drummer] (Moscow: Muzsektor gosizdat, 1930).  
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Appendix A: 7b 

The Little Trumpeter (The Little Drummer): English Translations 

German Russian 

Of all of our comrades 
None was so kind and good, 

|:As our little trumpeter, 

A cheerful Red Guardsman’s blood. :| 

 

We sat together happily 

On such a stormy night. 

|:With his freedom songs 

He made us so cheerful.:| 

 

Then came a hostile bullet 

During such joyful playing. 
|:With such a soulful smile, 

Our little trumpeter, he fell. :|  

 

We then took axes and spades 

And dug him a grave in the morning. 

|:And those that loved him most, 

Lowered him in silence.:| 

 

Sleep well, you little trumpeter, 

You cherished us so much. 

|:Sleep well, you little trumpeter, 
You cheerful Red guardsman’s blood :| 

We were walking under the rumble of a 
cannonade, 

We were looking at the face of death. 

|:The detachments of Spartans 

Were advancing ahead. :| 

 

Among us was a young drummer, 

During the assaults he walked at the head 

|:With a joyful friend-the drum, 

With a Bolshevik fire in his chest.:| 

 

One time at night during the halt 
He was singing a joyful song, 

|:But, hit with an enemy’s bullet 

Was unable to finish his song.:| 

 

With a smile, the young drummer 

Fell on the damp ground. 

|:Our young drummer felt silent, 

His drum ceased. :| 

 

The rumble of a cannonade will sound, 

We’ll set out for a glorious journey. 
|:Our young drummer has fallen, 

But the song about him will not die.:| 
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Appendix B 

Translations of Songs Discussed in Chapter Five 

Appendix B: 1a 

The Song of the Comintern: German and Russian Versions 

Kominternlied (F. Jahnke, M. Vallentin, 1929)1 Коминтерн (I. Frenkel’, 1930)2 

Verlasst die Maschinen, heraus, ihr Proleten, 

Marschieren, marschieren, zum Sturm angetreten! 

Die Fahnen entrollt! Die Gewehre gefällt! 

Im Sturmschritt marsch, marsch! Wir erobern die 

Welt! 

Wir erobern die Welt! Wir erobern die Welt! 

 

Wir haben die Besten zu Grabe getragen. 

Zerfetzt und zerschossen und blutig geschlagen. 

Von Mördern umstellt und ins Zuchthaus gesteckt, 

 Uns hat nicht das Wüten der Weißen geschreckt!  

Uns hat nicht das Wüten der Weißen geschreckt! 
 

Die letzten Kämpfer, heran, ihr Genossen! 

Die Fäuste geballt und die Reihen geschlossen! 

Marschieren, marschieren! Zum neuen Gefecht! 

Wir stehen als Sturmtrupp für kommendes Recht!  

Wir stehen als Sturmtrupp für kommendes Recht! 

 

In Russland, da siegten die Arbeiterheere, 

Sie stellten zusammen die heissen Gewehre: 

“Genossen, heraus zum Kongreß, zu Lenin! 

Von London, Paris, Budapest und Berlin!” 
Von London, Paris, Budapest und Berlin!” 

 

Beratung. Beschluß. Hӧrt den Ruf: zu den Waffen! 

Wir haben’s gewagt und wir werden es schaffen! 

Herbei, ihr Soldaten der Revolution! 

Zum Sturm! Die Parole heißt: Sowjetunion 

heißt: Sowjetunion; Welt Sowjetunion! 

 

Заводы, вставайте! Шеренги смыкайте!  

На битву шагайте, шагайте, шагайте!  

Проверьте прицел, заряжайте ружье,   

На бой пролетарий за дело свое!  

На бой пролетарий за дело свое!  

 

Товарищи в тюрьмах, в застенках холодных, 

Вы с нами, вы с нами, хоть нет вас в колоннах.  

Не страшен нам белый фашистский террор,  

Все страны охватит восстанья костёр!  

Все страны охватит восстанья костёр!  

 
На зов Коминтерна—стальными рядами  

Под знамя Советов, под красное знамя.  

Мы красного фронта отряд боевой  

И мы не отступим с пути своего!  

И мы не отступим с пути своего! 

 

Огонь ленинизма наш путь освещает,  

На штурм капитала весь мир поднимает.  

Два класса столкнулись в последнем бою,  

Наш лозунг - Всемирный Советский Союз!  

Наш лозунг - Всемирный Советский Союз!  
 

Повтор первого куплета: 

Заводы, вставайте! Шеренги смыкайте!  

На битву шагайте, шагайте, шагайте!  

Проверьте прицел, заряжайте ружье,   

На бой пролетарий за дело свое!  

На бой пролетарий за дело свое!  

                                                   

1The text of the first five verses is taken from the Red Megaphone program “Dritte Internationale (10 Jahre 

Komintern),” Das Rote Sprachrohr, February 1929. Reprinted in Deutsches Arbeitertheater, 1918-1933: 

Ein Dokumentation, ed. Ludwig Hoffmann and Daniel Hoffmann-Ostwald (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1961): 

362-367.   
2 Hanns Eisler, Komintern (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1931), 5.  
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Variation: instead of verses 4 and 5: 

In Russland, da siegten die Arbeiterwaffen! 

Sie haben's geschafft - und wir werden es 

schaffen! 

Herbei, ihr Soldaten der Revolution! 

Zum Sturm! Die Parole heißt: Sowjetunion! 

Zum Sturm! Die Parole: Welt-Sowjetunion! 
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Appendix B: 1b 

The Song of the Comintern: English Translations 

German Russian 

Abandon machines, out, you proletarians! 
March, march, the attack to be started! 

Unfurl the flags, like the rifles!  

On the double, march-march!  

We conquer the world! 

We conquer the world! 

 

We had taken the best to the grave, 

Ragged, shot and beaten bloody, 

Surrounded by murderers and sent to jail, 

We were not terrified by the Whites’ rage! 

We were not terrified by the Whites’ rage! 
 

The latest fighter, come, comrades! 

The fists clenched and the ranks closed! 

March, march! To the new battle! 

We stand as a storm troopers for upcoming justice! 

We stand as a storm troopers for upcoming justice! 

 

In Russia, as the workers’ army has won, 

They assembled together the hot guns. 

Comrades, out to the congress, to Lenin! 

From London, Paris, Budapest and Berlin! 
From London, Paris, Budapest and Berlin! 

 

Advice. Decision. Hear the call: to arms! 

We have dared and we will accomplish it! 

Over here, you soldiers of the revolution! 

Attack! The slogan is: Soviet Union 

Soviet Union! The World Soviet Union! 

 

Variation: instead of verses 4 and 5: 

In Russia, as the workers’ army has won, 

They have accomplished it and we will 

accomplish! 

Over here, you soldiers of the revolution! 

Attack! The slogan is: Soviet Union! 
Attack! The slogan is: the World Soviet Union! 

Factories, get up! Close ranks! 
March, march, march, to the battle! 

Check your aim, load the gun 

To the battle, proletarians, to your job! 

To the battle, proletarians, to your job! 

 

Comrades in jails, behind cold walls 

You are with us, even if you are not marching. 

We are not afraid of the White fascist terror 

The rebellious fire of uprising will envelop all 

countries.  

The rebellious fire of uprising will envelop all 
countries.  

 

With iron rows, to the call of Comintern  

Under the flag of Soviets, under the red flag! 

We are the red front fighting force, 

And we will not step away from our course. 

And we will not step away from our course. 

 

The fire of Leninism is lighting our way, 

It raises the whole world to storm the capital.  

Two classes collided in the last battle. 
Our slogan—the World Soviet Union. 

Our slogan—the World Soviet Union. 

 

Repeat of the first verse: 

Factories, get up! Close ranks! 

March, march, march, to the battle! 

Check your aim, load the gun 

To the battle, proletarians, to your job! 

To the battle, proletarians, to your job! 
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Appendix B: 1c 

The Song of the Workers: German and Russian Versions3 

Lied der Werktätigen (S. Hermlin, 1949-1951) Песня Рабочих (перевод С. Болотина и Т. 

Сикорской) 

Refrain: 

Brüder, seid bereit, 
Brüder, es ist Zeit. 

Tragt die kampferprobte Fahne weiter jetzt! 

  

Wir haben die Besten zu Grabe getragen, 

Zerfetzt und zerschossen und blutig geschlagen, 

Von Mördern umstellt und ins Zuchthaus gesteckt, 

Uns hat nicht das Wüten der Henker geschreckt. 

Uns hat nicht das Wüten der Henker geschreckt. 

Refrain 

  

Wir standen auf Spaniens Gefilde zusammen, 
Wir gingen gemeinsam durch Folter und 

Flammen. 

Heut' bauen wir kühn unsern eigenen Staat 

Des tätigen Friedens, der friedlichen Tat! 

Des tätigen Friedens, der friedlichen Tat! 

Refrain 

 

In Rußland da siegten die Arbeiterwaffen. 

Sie haben 's geschafft und wir werden es schaffen. 

Es wächst auch wenn es unserm Feind nicht 

gefällt, 

Die neue, die Bauern und Arbeiterwelt. 
Die neue, die Bauern und Arbeiterwelt. 

Припев: 

Братья, пробил час! 
Встань, рабочий класс! 

Выше знамя! Громче песни! Жизнь—за нас! 

 

Пусть лучших из лучших снесли мы в могилу, 

Враги их терзали, и смерть их скосила. 

Но в темных подвалах, в железных цепях 

Сломить нас не смогут ни голод, ни страх. 

Сломить нас не смогут ни голод, ни страх. 

Припев 

 

В Мадриде сражались мы рядом с друзьями, 
Мы рядом шагали сквозь пытки и пламя. 

Сегодня в стране нашей хочет народ 

Рабочего мира и мирных работ. 

Рабочего мира и мирных работ. 

Припев 

 

В восставшей России был гнет уничтожен. 

Что сделали там, здесь мы сделали тоже! 

На горе врагам, молода и сильна, 

Крестьян и рабочих пусть крепнет страна! 

Крестьян и рабочих пусть крепнет страна! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

3 The song is performed to the same music as the Song of the Comintern. German and Russian texts are 

taken from Hanns Eisler, “Pesnia rabochih” [The Song of the Workers], in Izbrannye pesni [Selected 

Songs], ed. G. Shneerson (Moscow: Muzyka, 1973), 5.  
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Appendix B: 1d 

The Song of the Workers: English Translations 

German Russian 

Refrain: 
Brothers, be ready, 

Brothers, it is time. 

Continue to carry the battle-tested flag! 

 

We had taken the best to the grave, 

Ragged, shot and beaten bloody, 

Surrounded by murderers and sent to jail, 

Rage of the executioners did not frighten us. 

Rage of the executioners did not frighten us. 

Refrain 

 
We stood together on the Spanish land. 

We went together through torture and flames. 

Today we are boldly building our own state, 

Which makes peace and peaceful life. 

Which makes peace and peaceful life. 

Refrain 

 

In Russia, as the workers’ army has won, 

They have accomplished it and we will accomplish 

[it]! 

It grows, although our enemy does not like it, 
The new world of peasants and workers.  

The new world of peasants and workers.  

 

Refrain: 
Brothers, its time! 

Get up, working class! 

Higher the banner! Louder the songs! Life is for 

us! 

 

Though we put in the grave the best of the best, 

The enemies had tortured them and death had cut 

them down. 

But in the dark basements, in iron chains 

Hunger and fear cannot break us. 

Hunger and fear cannot break us. 

Refrain 

 

In Madrid we fought together with our friends, 

We marched with them through torture and 

flames. 

Today, the people in our country  

Want workers’ peace and peaceful work. 

Want workers’ peace and peaceful work. 

Refrain 

 

In the rebellious Russia, the oppression was 
destroyed. 

What was done there, we can do as well! 

To the sorrow of enemies, may the country of 

peasants and workers, youthful and strong, gets 

stronger! 

May the country of peasants and workers gets 

stronger! 
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Appendix B: 2a 

Solidarity Song: as heard in Kuhle Wampe (premiered in 1932)4 

Solidaritätslied (Bertolt Brecht, 1930)  English translation 

Performed by the Red Megaphone 

Refrain:  

Vorwärts, und nicht vergessen, 

worin unsre Stärke besteht! 

Beim Hungern und beim Essen, 

vorwärts, nicht vergessen 

die Solidarität! 

 

Erstens sind hier nicht wir alle, 

zweitens ist es nur ein Tag, 

wo die Arbeit einer Woche 

uns noch in den Knochen lag. 

Refrain 

 

Erstens sind es nicht wir alle, 

zweitens ist es nur ein Tag, 

und zwar liegt da auf der Wiese, 

was sonst auf der Straße lag. 

 

Performed by Busch and choir 

Modified Refrain:  

Vorwärts, und nicht vergessen 

unsre Strasse und unser Feld! 
Vorwärts, und nicht vergessen: 

Wessen Straße ist die Straße? 

Wessen Welt ist die Welt? 

 

Sahen wir die Sonne scheinen 

auf die Straße, auf das Feld, 

konnten wir doch niemals meinen, 

dies sei unsre wahre Welt. 

Refrain 

 

Denn wir wissen, das ist nur ein 

Tropfen auf den heißen Stein. 
Aber damit kann die Sache 

nicht für uns bereinigt sein. 

Modified Refrain 

 

Performed by the Red Megaphone 

Refrain:  

Forward, and don’t forget 

What our strength is in 

While starving and while eating, 

Forward, don’t forget 

The Solidarity! 

 

First, not all of us are here 

Second, it is only a day 

where one week's work 

still lays in our bones.  

Refrain 

 

First, not all of us are here, 

Second, it is only a day 

And indeed, lying in the meadow 

Those, who usually lie in the street.  

 

Performed by Busch and choir 

Modified Refrain:  
Forward, and don’t forget 

Our street and our field! 
Forward and don’t forget: 

Whose street is this street? 

Whose world is this world? 

 
We see the sun is shining 

On the street and on the field, 

Yet, we could never think 
That this is our true world.  

Refrain 

 

For we know that this is only a 

drop on the hot stone. 

But with that the issue 

Cannot be settled for us.  

Modified Refrain 

 

                                                   

4 Hertha Thiele, Martha Wolter, Lili Schönborn, Ernst Busch, Adolf Fischer, Max Sablotzki, and Alfred 

Schäfer, Kuhle Wampe, oder: Wem gehört die Welt?, DVD, dir. by Slatan Dudow (Moose Jaw, 

Saskatchewan : Lear Media, 2003).  
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Appendix B: 2b 

Solidarity Song: additional verses by Bertolt Brecht (1930 version) 

German5  English translation 

Kommt heraus aus eurem Loche, 

das man eine Wohnung nennt, 

und nach einer grauen Woche 

folgt ein rotes Wochenend. 

 

Denn wir sind nur ausgebrochen 

aus dem Dreck, der bis zum Hals uns saß, 

und wir haben nur gerochen 

an der Blume und am Gras. 

Come out of your hole 

That one calls an apartment, 

And after a gray week 

Follows a red weekend. 

 

For we just escaped 

from the dirt that reached to our necks, 

and we have only smelled 

the flower and the grass. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

5 “Pesnia Solidarnosti,” [Solidarity Song], in Mikhail Druskin, Gans Eisler i rabochee muzykal’noe 

dvizhenie v Germanii [Hanns Eisler and the workers’ music movement in Germany] (Moscow: 

Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1934), 32-33.  
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Appendix B: 2c 

Solidarity Song: Ernst Busch’s version (1937-38)  

Solidaritätslied (Ernst Busch, nach Bertolt 

Brecht)6 

Песня солидарности (слова С. Болотина и Т. 

Сикорской)7 

Proletarier aller Länder 

Preist den Ruhm der Solidarität 
Denn sie ist die stärkste Waffe 

Der kein Gegner widersteht. 

  

Refrain:  
Vorwärts und nicht vergessen 

Worin unsre Stärke besteht! 

Beim Hungern und beim Essen, 

Vorwärts, nicht vergessen 

Die Solidarität! 

  

Doch wir sind noch lang nicht alle 
Viele sind noch nicht bereit 

Und wir können nur gewinnen, 

Wenn wir einig sind im Streit. 

Refrain 

  

Habt ihr auch noch Brot und Arbeit 

Oder lebt vom Stempelschein - 

Damit kann der Sozialismus 

Nicht für uns gewonnen sein. 

 Refrain 

 

Und der grosse Tag wird kommen 
Wo die Welt mit Sturmgesang 

Durch das Volk wird übernommen 

Tausend, tausend Jahre lang. 

  

Modified Refrain: 

Vorwärts und nicht vergessen 

und die Frage konkret gestellt. 

Vorwärts, nicht vergessen 

Wessen Straße ist die Straße? 

Wessen Welt ist die Welt? 

Силу нашей спайки дружной, 

Пролетарий, береги! 
Против этого оружья  

Не удержатся враги! 

 

Припев: 

Помни, вперед шагая, 

Что мы не допустим войны! 

Борьба нас ждет другая, 

Помни, в бой шагая, единством мы сильны! 

 

Мы не все к борьбе готовы, 

Многих нет в рядах у нас. 
Лишь единством в битвах новых 

Победит рабочий класс! 

Припев 

 

Наша песнь, как знамя, рдеет! 

Он настанет—день побед! 

Мы землею овладеем 

На десятки тысяч лет! 

 

Припев с изменениями:  
Помни, вперед шагая, 

Что для нас расцветут поля. 
Помни, в бой шагая, 

Чьи заводы—все заводы, 

Чья земля—вся земля?  

 

                                                   

6Hanns Eisler, “Solidaridad,” in Canciones de las Brigadas Internacionales, ed. Ernst Busch (Barcelona: 

Tipografia Catalana, 1938), 29.     
7 “Pesnia solidarnosti” (Solidarity Song), in Pesni bor’by germanskogo proletariata [Fighting Songs of the 

German Proletariat], ed. G. Shneerson (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1937), 34-35.   
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Appendix B: 2d 

Solidarity Song: Ernst Busch’s version (1937-38), English Translations 

German Russian 

Proletarians of all countries 
Praise the glory of solidarity! 

Since it is the strongest weapon 

That no enemy can resist.  

 

Refrain:  

Forward, and don’t forget 

What our strength is in 

While starving and while eating, 

Forward, don’t forget 

The Solidarity! 

 
But we are nowhere near all [here] 

Many are still not ready 

And we can only win 

If we are united in the struggle.  

Refrain: 

 

Do you have bread and work 

Or do you live with an unemployment card– 

With this, socialism 

Cannot be won for us. 

Refrain: 

 

And the big day will come 

When, with a fighting song, the world 

Will be taken over by the people 

For a thousand, thousand years.  

 

Modified Refrain:  
Forward, and don’t forget 

And the question is asked concretely.  

Forward and don’t forget: 

Whose street is this street? 

Whose world is this world? 

 

The power of our bonding, 
[You], Proletariat, take care of! 

Against this weapon 

The enemies will not hold! 

 

Refrain: 

Remember, marching forward, 

That we will not allow for war! 

A different struggle awaits us, 

Remember, marching forward, 

United we are strong! 

 
Not all of us are ready for the struggle, 

Many are not in our ranks. 

Only united in new battles 

The working class will win! 

Refrain 

 

Our song, like banner, is glowing! 

It will come—the day of victories, 

We will capture the earth 

For tens of thousands of years!  

 

Modified Refrain: 

Remember, marching forward, 

That for us the fields will bloom. 

Remember, marching forward, 

Whose factories are all factories? 

Whose land is all the land?   
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Appendix B: 2e 

Solidarity Song: Bertolt Brecht’s 1947 version 

German8 English Translation 

Refrain:  
Vorwärts, und nicht vergessen 

Worin unsre Stärke besteht! 

Beim Hungern und beim Essen 

Vorwärts, nie vergessen 

Die Solidarität! 

 

Auf, ihr Völker dieser Erde! 

Einigt euch in diesem Sinn: 

Daß sie jetzt die eure werde 

Und die große Nährerin. 

Refrain 
 

Schwarzer, Weißer, Brauner, Gelber! 

Endet ihre Schlächterein! 

Reden erst die Völker selber, 

Werden sie schnell einig sein. 

Refrain 

 

Wollen wir es schnell erreichen 

Brauchen wir noch dich und dich. 

Wer im Stich läßt seinesgleichen 

Läßt ja nur sich selbst im Stich. 

Refrain 

 

Unsre Herrn, wer sie auch seien 

Sehen unsre Zwietracht gern 

Denn solang sie uns entzweien, 

Bleiben sie doch unsre Herrn. 

Refrain 

 

Proletarier aller Länder 

Einigt euch und ihr seid frei. 

Eure großen Regimenter 

brechen jede Tyrannei. 
 

Modified Refrain:  

Vorwärts, und nie vergessen, 

Und die Frage konkret gestellt 

Beim Hungern und beim Essen? 

Wessen Morgen ist der Morgen? 

Wessen Welt ist die Welt? 

Refrain: 
Forward, and don’t forget 

What our strength is in 

While starving and while eating, 

Forward, don’t forget 

The Solidarity! 

 

Stand up, you peoples of this Earth! 

Unite yourself in this sense:  

That she [the Earth] now becomes yours 

And the big nurturer.  

Refrain 
 

Black, white, brown, yellow! 

End their butchery  

When people themselves speak 

They will quickly unite.  

Refrain 

 

If we want to obtain it quickly  

We still need you and you. 

[He] who abandons fellow peers 

Only abandons himself.  

Refrain 

 

Our masters, whoever they are 

Like to see our strife, 

For as long as they divide us, 

They remain our masters.  

Refrain 

 

Proletarians of all countries, 

Unite yourself and you will be free! 

Your big regiments 

Crush every tyranny.  
 

Modified Refrain:  
Forward, and never forget 

The question posed concretely  

While starving and while eating?  

Whose morning is the morning? 

Whose world is the world? 

                                                   

8 Bertolt Brecht, “Solidaritätslied,” in Gesammelte Gedichte, vol. 1 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 

1976), 369-370.  
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Appendix B: 3a 

Song of the United Front: German and Russian Versions9 

Einheitsfrontlied (Bertolt Brecht,  1934) Песня единого фронта (перевод С. Болотина 

и Т. Сикорской, 1936) 

Und weil der Mensch ein Mensch ist,  

Drum braucht er Kleider und Schuh’  
Und macht ihn ein Geschwätz nicht warm  

Und auch kein Trommeln dazu!  

 

Refrain:  

Drum links zwei, drei,  

Drum links zwei, drei,  

Wo dein Platz, Genosse, ist-  

Reih’ dich ein in die Arbeiter-Einheitsfront,  

Weil du auch ein Arbeiter bist!  

 

Und weil der Mensch ein Mensch ist,  
Drum braucht er was zum Essen, bitte sehr.  

Es macht ihn ein Geschwätz nicht satt,  

Das schafft ihm kein Essen her.  

                                        Refrain  
 

Und weil der Mensch ein Mensch ist,  

Drum hat er Stiefel im Gesicht nicht gern.  

Er will unter sich keinen Sklaven sehn  

Und über sich keinen Herrn.  

                                      Refrain 
 

Und weil der Prolet ein Prolet ist,  
Drum kann er sich auch selber nur befrein.  

Es kann die Befreiung der Arbeiter nur 

Das Werk der Arbeiter sein. 

Refrain 

И так как все мы люди,  

То нужны нам башмаки без заплат,  
И нас не согреет треск речей  

Под барабанный раскат.  

 

Припев: 
Марш левой! Два! Три!  

Марш левой! Два! Три!  

Встань в ряды, товарищ, к нам!  

Ты войдёшь в наш единый рабочий фронт,  

Потому что рабочий ты сам!  

 

И так как все мы люди,  
То должны мы -- извините! -- что-то есть.  

Хотят накормить нас пустой болтовней --  

К чертям! Спасибо за честь!  

                                  Припев 
 

И так как все мы люди,  

Не дадим бить нас в лицо сапогом.  

Никто на других не поднимет плеть  

И сам не будет рабом!  

                                   Припев 
 

И так как ты рабочий,  
То не жди, что нам поможет другой:  

Себе мы свободу добудем в бою  

Своей рабочей рукой! 

Припев 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

9 German and Russian texts are taken from “Pesnia edinogo fronta” [Song of the United Front], in Pesni 

bor’by germanskogo proletariata [Fighting Songs of the German Proletariat], ed. G. Shneerson (Moscow: 

Muzgiz, 1937), 38-39.    
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Appendix B: 3b 

Song of the United Front: English Translations 

German Russian 

And because human is a human 
Then he needs clothes and shoes  

The chatter cannot keep him warm 

Neither will drums! 

 

Refrain: 

Then left, two, three, 

Then left, two, three, 

Where your place, comrade, is 

Get in ranks of the workers’ united front, 

Because you are a worker too! 

 
And because human is a human, 

Then he needs something to eat, please. 

The chatter will not make him full, 

It makes no meal [dinner].  

Refrain 

 

And because human is a human, 

He doesn’t like boots in his face, 

He doesn’t want to see slaves under him, 

Or master over him. 

Refrain 

 

And because proletariat is a proletariat,  

Then no one can free him, 

The workers’ liberation 

Can only be the job of the workers.  

Refrain 

And because we are all people, 
We need shoes without patches, 

And the crackle of speeches will not warm us 

Under the thunder of drums! 

 

Refrain: 

March left, two, three, 

March left, two, three, 

Stand in our files, comrade! 

You will enter our united workers front 

Because you are a worker too.  

 
And because we are all people 

Then we must, excuse us, eat something! 

[They] want to feed us with empty babble! 

Go to hell! Thanks for the honor! 

Refrain 

 

And because we are all people 

We will not let our faces be beaten with a boot. 

No one will raise the lash against others 

And [he] himself will not be a slave. 

Refrain 
 

And if you are a worker 

Then don’t wait for someone else to help us! 

We will obtain the freedom in the battle 

With our working hand! 

Refrain 
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Appendix B: 4a 

The Song of the Peatbog Soldiers: German and Russian Versions 

Lied der Moorsoldaten (Johann Esser, Wolfgang 

Langhoff, 1933)10 

Песня болотных солдат (В. Нейштадт, 

1936)11 

Wohin auch das Auge blicket 

Moor und Heide nur ringsum, 
Vogelsang uns nicht erquicket, 

Eichen stehen kahl und krumm. 

 

Refrain:  

Wir sind die Moorsoldaten 

und ziehen mit dem Spaten ins Moor. 

Wir sind die Moorsoldaten 

Und ziehen mit dem Spaten ins Moor. 

 

Hier in dieser öden Heide 

Ist das Lager aufgebaut, 
wo wir fern von jeder Freude 

Hinter Stacheldraht verstaut. 

Refrain 

 

Auf und nieder geh´n die Posten, 

Keiner, keiner kann hindurch, 

Flucht wird nur das Leben kosten: 

Vierfach ist umzäunt die Burg. 

Refrain 

 

Doch für uns gibt es kein Klagen 

Ewig kann nicht Winter sein, 
Einmal werden froh wir sagen: 

Heimat, du bist wieder mein!  

 

Modified refrain:  

Dann zieh´n die Moorsoldaten 

Nicht mehr mit dem Spaten ins Moor. 

Dann zieh´n die Moorsoldaten 

Nicht mehr mit dem Spaten ins Moor.  

Топь, болото, торф проклятый -  

Здесь и птица не живет. 
Мы - болотные солдаты, 

Осушители болот. 

 

Припев:  
Болотные солдаты 

Шагают, взяв лопаты, все в топь. 

Болотные солдаты 

Шагают, взяв лопаты, все в топь. 

 

В этой пустоши унылой 

Воздух гнилью заражен. 
Нас сюда загнали силой, 

Словно кроликов в загон. 

                             Припев 

 

Справа, слева часовые…. 

Побежишь, так жизнь отдашь. 

В три ряда шипы стальные 

Окружают лагерь наш. 

                            Припев 

 

Но не век стоит запруда, 

И не век стоит зима: 
День придет - и нас отсюда 

Вырвет родина сама. 

 

Припев с изменениями:  
Болотные солдаты 

Швырнут тогда лопаты, все в топь. 

Болотные солдаты 

Швырнут тогда лопаты, все в топь. 

 

                                                   

10 Johann Esser, Wolfgang Langhoff, “Börgermoorlied,” in Wolfgang Langhoff,  Die Moorsoldaten: 13 

Monate Konzentrationslager (Zurich: Schweizer Spiegel Verlag, 1935), 190-193. The version of the song 

presented in Langhoff’s book contains two additional verses. These verses, however, are not present in 

subsequent German or Russian publications.  
11 V. Neishtadt, “Pesnia bolotnyh soldat” [Song of the Peatbog Soldiers], in Pesni bor’by germanskogo 

proletariata [Fighting songs of the German proletariat], ed. G. Shneerson (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1937), 14.    
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Appendix B: 4b 

The Song of the Peatbog Soldiers: English Translation 

German Russian 

Wherever the eye glances 
Only bog and heath are around, 

The bird’s singing cannot cheer us 

Oaks stand bare and crooked. 

 

Refrain: 

We are the bog soldiers 

And drag [our] spades into the bog. 

We are the bog soldiers 

And drag [our] spades into the bog.  

 

Here inside this bleak heath 
The camp is built, 

Where we are distanced from every joy  

Tucked behind barbed wire. 

Refrain 

 

Up and down the guards are pacing, 

No one, no one can get through, 

Escape will cost only a life: 

The fort is secured fourfold.  

Refrain 

 
But for us there is no complaining, 

The winter cannot last forever! 

Someday we will say cheerfully: 

Homeland, you are mine again! 

 

Modified Refrain: 

Then the bog soldiers  

Will never drag spades to the bog 

Then the bog soldiers 

Will never drag spades to the bog 

Swamp, bog, damned peat,- 
Even a bird does not live here. 

We are the bog soldiers, 

Dryers of marshes. 

 

Refrain: 

The bog soldiers 

Are marching, taking the spades, all into the 

swamp, 

The bog soldiers 

Are marching, taking the spades, all into the 

swamp. 
 

In this sad wasteland, 

The air is infected with rottenness 

We were huddled here by force, 

Like rabbits into the paddock.  

Refrain 

 

On the right, on the left, guards… 

Run, then give [your] life. 

Three rows of steel thorns 

Surround our camp. 

Refrain 

 

But the dam does not stand for a century, 

And the winter does not last for a century: 

The day will come—and the homeland 
Will pull us out of here herself. 

 

Modified Refrain: 

Then the bog soldiers 

Throw their spades into the peat. 

Then the bog soldiers 

Throw their spades into the peat. 
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