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Introduction

YT0 ke BbI, AEBKW, He MOETE Come on, girls, why won’t you sing?
Kyna ronmoc Gepexére? Why are you saving your voices?'

This was the call of a peasant woman, most likely a teenager, prompting her friends
and neighbors to join her in composing and singing chastushki, the short ditties that
enlivened all youth gatherings. The humorous songs were the spontaneous creation
of young people of both sexes for an audience their own age.? At times ironic,
biting, or plain silly, chastushki expressed the composers’ views on almost all facets
of the young peasant’s life: love, homelife, the way to dress, the changing
countryside, and the world beyond the village. We know little about the views of the
young peasant woman in the Russian countryside just after the Revolution. She is
rarely the subject of scholarship, and her voice is seldom heard in the rich literature
of the 1920s. In the wake of the revolutions of 1917 peasants made up 80 percent
of the population; their children nineteen years of age or younger accounted for half
of the rural population, with females making up half of that age group.® As the
expression of the village young people, the chastushka is an invaluable historical
source that captures the tension between old and new. This interpretative essay seeks
to use chastushki as a tool in reconstructing aspects of post-revolutionary peasant
mentalité—that is, the views, attitudes, and mores of peasant society.

Most of the chastushki discussed in this essay were written by women, as were
the majority of the chastushki collected.® The Russian oral tradition was dominated
by women. Men wrote proportionately fewer chastushki, and when they did, they
were full of vulgarities and curses and did not seem to find their way into archival
collections as often as their female counterparts.® The chastushka was (and still is)
one of three types of improvised songs, together with lullabies and laments.® As a
genre it first appeared in the 1860s and quickly gained popularity, replacing the
traditional lyrical folk song (dolgaia, or long song) as the peasants’ favorite.” Every



region had its own master chastushki composers and interpreters. Simple and
easy—many two or four line compositions could be sung to a single tune—chastushki
were accessible to almost anyone who wanted to repeat one she had heard, or who
wanted to change words or whole lines of a popular one. A fine line thus divided
composer, singer, and listener, and the three roles were often interchangeable. A
"wandering"” form of composition, chastushki travelled geographically, and thus the
author often remained anonymous and was always in essence collective. Chastushki
were the product of a particular mood, and each was modified or discarded when it
ceased to be relevant. As a form it was constantly changing in subject and motifs,
to reflect the singer’s reaction to events in the village or the world outside, and to
whatever was happening in her personal life.

Chastushki drew on the wealth of oral tradition, blending elements of the old
and the new with remarkable ease. They were never a "pure” form of folklore, since
they were influenced not just by other traditional forms, such as folk songs and
poems, but by the print media, especially with growing literacy rates in the
countryside. This is one of the features that makes them invaluable to the
historian—the running commentaries on events, fashion, mores, and other phenomena
of peasant life and the incorporation of ideas and concepts that came from outside the
village via the market, the media, and word of mouth. This topical flexibility
compensates for the artistic conventions that restricted it: the rhyming and rhythm
pattern, its brevity (seldom longer than four lines), and its frequent use of formulaic
openings ("I am sitting on a barrel..."). Chastushki were almost always descriptive
in content rather than prescriptive. They belonged to what has been called the more
"realistic” genres of folklore—that is, those in which "the main characters are human
beings living in the real world and belonging to recognizable social categories."® In
other words, they might engage in much wishful thinking—for example, a young
woman pining for a pair of galoshes or for a fancy brick house—but the longing was
usually for something concrete and at least potentially part of the composer’s and
singer’s environment (e.g., a radio or gramophone).



In the 1920s rural teachers, priests, students, secretaries of executive
committees, and peasants who were barely literate painstakingly recorded songs,
stories, chastushki, and other forms of peasant culture. They were driven by a sense
that traditional peasant life and culture was living its last days. Despite their
commitment to record the ditties and other aspects of peasant culture, invaluable to
the social and cultural historian, those recorders who came from the intelligentsia
acted as cultural mediators and to a considerable extent molded the actual collection
of chastushki by leaving out those they did not consider worthy (e.g., lewd ones) and
collecting others that might have been atypical, or by giving the collection a
particular slant that reflected their own cultural bias. This compounds the historian’s
own bias.

Chastushki functioned because the composer-singer and the audience shared the
same language and symbols. "Speaker and hearer [were] immediately present to each
other and share[d] a common reality." A chastushka about Lenin sitting in a
Russian hut delousing himself had a specific meaning for a peasant singing or
listening to it, which unquestionably differed from the meaning for a Western
historian interpreting that image two generations later, probably more so than for the
schoolteacher or volispolkom secretary who recorded it in the 1920s. As a means of
reconstructing that specificity in which the chastushki were composed and sung, this
essay will also rely on anthropological and historical studies, while preserving the
centrality of the ditties as its main source. However, it is not my intention to focus
on chastushki as a genre, nor is it to attempt to write a definitive article on the life
of young peasant women or on village life in the 1920s. I wish to provide a glimpse
at what young women said about themselves using the verses.

This article is based on close to two thousand chastushki from the province of
Riazan, which are part of a collection of thousands of authentic chastushki assembled
by the historian Viktor Petrovich Danilov from regional archives and ethnographic
museums. The province of Riazan is one of the oldest settlements in the heart of
Central Russia. Geographically it is divided into two distinct regions: the marshy
northern districts of Riazan, Kasimov, Spasskii, and Egorevskii (known as the
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Meshchera), and the fertile wooded steppe in the south, which places some of the
province in the Black Earth belt. In 1917 Riazan was considered one of the poorest
and most backward provinces of European Russia. Though the province was close
to the major industrial centers of Moscow and Tula, it was overwhelmingly
agricultural, with only 4 percent of its population living in towns. Its peasants were
so poor that the wooden plow (sokha) remained the predominant farming tool in the
1920s, and yet barely half of the peasant households owned one and even fewer
owned a horse to work the fields."

This essay opens with the social gatherings of young peasants, the posidelki, in
which chastushki were universally sung. In that setting young women expressed their
views on courtship, physical appearance, and men. Thematically, most chastushki
belonged to this inner circle of village youth culture and transcended the particular
period in which they were composed. From there the essay expands into the larger
world of peasant girls: their views on marriage and the family, and the changing
village world of the 1920s. The chastushki on love, courtship, marriage, and the
family may be said to be part of the longue durée in that they express values about
domestic life, rituals, and gender roles that seemed to have changed little from the
previous century.! But the images in them are mixed with new objects, rituals, and
expectations.

The last section of the essay explores the interaction between the peasant
chastushka and the literary versions published by the Communist Youth League
(Komsomol), which were designed as cultural tools for transforming its peasant
members’ world view. Peasant chastushki on political themes remained a decided
minority of the collection. In the 1920s Soviet publicists championed the humble
chastushka as symbolic of the triumph of the new over the old. In contrast to their
village counterparts, artificial chastushki, a form of political art, were prescriptive
in character. By packaging their political messages in chastushka form, writers and
propagandists hoped to make them accessible to a barely literate public, who might
repeat the catchy verses and propagate them.



The Teenagers’ Gathering: the Posidelki and Izbushki

Generations of young peasants spent much of their free time in gatherings called
posidelki (which has been translated as “spinning bees" or "courting parties")."> The
gatherings were a means for young people to socialize with people their age and
become well acquainted with prospective mates living in the same village, or in
neighboring villages, and probably served as a transition from the practice of
arranged marriages to greater individual choice of spouse. The posidelki (also known
as posedki, posidenki, veselye, supriadki, besedy, izbushki and vechorki) took place
in a hut rented from a local peasant, usually one of the poorer ones, who badly
needed this meager income. He was paid either in money or goods by a group of
young women between the ages of sixteen and twenty. In some areas they took place
in the local bath house or in peasant homes where there were marriageable daughters.
In the summer, they took place outdoors or in barns and sheds.” Throughout
European Russia posidelki were organized by women, but in Riazan men had begun
hosting the affairs by the 1920s."* Since only the poorest peasants rented out their
huts, the izbushki (or kvartera, as they were called in Moscow at the time) were
small and dirty. Their low ceilings and smokey, cramped conditions made them
almost unbearable when forty or so young people packed into them.”® There were
posidelki every evening beginning at six or seven and lasting until two or three in the
morning during the winter months.'¢

Young men from the same village attended these gatherings. Only when they
were large gatherings were "outsiders"” present. They were structured events: women
were called "ladies” (baryshni) and men "gentlemen" (kaval’iery). The men would
sit or squat around until the gathering broke up. Rivalry and competition over girls
resulted in constant fights among young men, especially when there were men from
other villages. Such fights often turned violent and resulted in jail ("Because of you,
my beauty/ They put me behind bars") or even death:



danymeBHaBO TOBapwila My bosom friend

3apesanu B cene. Was cut up in the village.
Monoaasa xvi3Hb Becélnas His young and happy life
YcHyra Ha Hoxe. Ended on a knife."”

This chastushka, which harked back to pre-Revolutionary times, reflected the
proverbial violence of the Russian village. Young men did not fight as individuals,
but in groups. Each would choose a girl he liked ahead of time to be with at the
posidelka, and if he could not spend time with her, a fight might break out. The
fights were even worse when young men came from a neighboring village during the
holidays. In the opinion of a commentator this tradition, which was passed from
generation to generation, did not seem to trouble the parents, who passively accepted
it.'8

Young peasants gathered in their posidelki in the fall after field work had ended,
and continued to meet until Shrovetide or Carnival. The posidelka was normally
supervised by an adult woman, often the hut’s owner, who embodied the
community’s watchfulness over the maidens’ chastity.' Unmarried girls were closely
guarded, since their reputation and purity was an integral part of a family’s honor.
Girls could not go out to see boyfriends unchaperoned, or invite them to their
houses. Naturally, young women defied their parents.

Y mMumoro Tpoiika HOBa My sweetheart’s three-piece suit is new
Cunsas oanTasus It is a fantasy of blue.

MaTp Ha ynmiy He nmyckana Mother says you’re home to stay,

51 B okolKa na3uia. Through the window I’ll get away.”

Marriage age in Russia was generally much lower than that of preindustrial
Europe.? In the late nineteenth century the province of Riazan had among the lowest
mean marriage age in Central Russia: eighteen for females and twenty-two for



males.? It may be that early marriages continued to be the norm well into the 1920s.
A young man proposed a serious relationship to a seventeen year-old:

Jler ceMHaauaTyi AEBYOHKA I wanted to tell

§1 xoren y Hew CIIpOCUTD A seventeen year-old girl

He noxymai uto uHoe, Don’t think ill of my intentions,
[ait KONEYKO MOHOCUTh. I will wear your ring.?

It was the custom for a girl to give a ring to the young man she was serious about.
These were usually small brass rings which were worn on the pinky. In the
following chastushka a woman turns to her girlfriend:

ToBapouka Mos1 Onb4, Both you and I have brown eyes,
I'masa y Hac xapue. My friend, Ol'ia.

Ham Bcero cemHanuaThb ner We are only seventeen

A cka3anv crapne. But they say that we're old.*

In 1920 a compiler noted that women were still getting married at age fifteen or
sixteen and that at twenty a woman was considered an old maid.” The marriage and
divorce law of 1926 raised the minimum age for marriage from sixteen to eighteen.”
Significantly, the last chastushka was recorded in 1929, which suggests that either
the chastushka tradition had not caught up with the law, or that young women were
actually getting married by age seventeen, as of old. At the very least Riazan
chastushki suggest that peasant women in the area continued to see getting married
by age seventeen as desirable.

A girl had very limited time during which she could find a husband (the word
guliat’ was used to describe this activity of single, young peasants). The length of
courtships and the time for weddings were determined by the agricultural season and
the church calendar. As late as 1930 betrothals and weddings took place as they had



since time immemorial "when the oats were sown..."” A year was considered
sufficiently long to find a mate and complete a trousseau:

BrmuvBana énky— I embroidered a pine tree—
He xBatuna wénky. Didn’t have enough silk.
Hecarb MecsiueB rynsia— For ten months I had fun,
He no6unace Tonky. Didn’t reach my goal.?®

Honesty about young women’s determination to find a mate is characteristic of the
chastushka, as is humor and visual concreteness.

Hawa peuxa He ray6oka Our river is so shallow

Sl B Kanouax nepenny I can cross in my galoshes.
51 neBuonka GoeBas I'm a feisty girl—I’ll marry
KTo nocparaer—moviny. Any man who’ll have me.”

The men who attended the posidelki were slightly older than the women,
between seventeen and twenty years of age.®® They came on a drop-in basis, and
required no invitation, although younger ones were asked to come back when they
were older, especially if they were ugly and small.* Every group had at least one
"leader.” The activities in the posidelki varied from place to place, but they all had
games, khorovody, songs, accordion playing, jokes, dancing, and some kissing and
caressing (usually under the watchful eyes of an adult). For greater intimacy young
people had to wait until the posidelka was over. The artisanal character of the
posidelka, which evidently survived in the northern provinces,*> was not recorded by
contemporaries in Riazan.

Posidelki were particularly festive during the seven weeks following Easter, the
most joyous time of the year. In the summer and fall the gatherings took on a more
labor-oriented character. Teenagers of both sexes helped the needy, planted gardens,
fixed fences and roofs, built new huts and ovens, and helped with the harvest and



with threshing. After field work was completed in the fall, girls helped with food
preservation and pickling, spun flax and hemp, did needlework, wove, and knitted.
Many of the items or the cash from selling them went to a girl’s trousseau. These
activities also provided an opportunity "for youths to scrutinize the skills and
diligence of prospective marriage partners."* From the community’s point of view
the posidelka’s main function was to bring together brides and suitors.

The chastushki’s visual details allow the historian to garner information on the
way young people dressed, or more precisely, how they would have liked to dress.
Dress styles reflected the urbanization of peasants, a process that had begun before
the Revolution, especially in those areas that had a high level of migrant labor, such
as the north of Riazan. A regional anthropologist noted a passion for city styles
among young peasants during the 1920s. In the period of the Civil War, when the
market economy had broken down, the practice of buying ready-made clothes and
fabrics, which had spread in some areas since the 1890s, was suspended as the
peasants resumed making clothes at home, often of homespun textiles. However,
peasants did not revert to traditional costumes, but preferred to continue imitating
city styles as closely as they could.* One traditional garment that seemed to hold its
own ground was the jumper or sarafan. A chastushka proclaimed a girl’s pride in
her four sarafans:

S xaxass HY Ha eCTb— I am what I am
CapagaHOB 4eThipe eCTb. With four sarafans.
Po30BbIA, MaNIMHOBLIA, A pink one, a crimson one,
Tony6ovi-caTMHOBbIA. And a blue satin one.%

But the jumper competed with the skirt, a relative newcomer to the village. In the
next chastushka a man poked fun at his sweetheart’s short skirt, perhaps expressing
his discomfort not just with its immodesty, when compared to the longer sarafan, but
with its novelty:



Mos Munka 1o GoruHkaM My girlfriend is losing sleep

Ovuenb Gecriokoures. Over her short boots
Homnwu 36Ky #0 KOJEH, Her skirt goes to her knees
Boxce, AoAayT A0 nosca. I'm afraid it’ll reach her waist.”

Among the most prized possessions were galoshes, shoes, and watches, which
were not easy to come by.%® These items had become symbols of affluence and status
among the non-peasant rural population earlier in the century. Soon thereafter even
the poorest peasants were affected by city fashion and came to covet such items.
Galoshes had become so popular just before the Revolution that owners were happy
to wear them in all types of weather—even to dances.® A Riazan chastushka said
a woman would have loved a pair of galoshes but she spent her money on candy—a
joke between singer and listener, for obviously the woman had enough for candy but
not for the cherished galoshes.” Short boots and shoes were also at a premium, and
were considered to be particularly attractive if they also had high heels.” Some
young women seemed to want to show off their short boots by wearing short skirts,
clearly a city fashion.

Of great importance was the traditional beaded jacket, a symbol of prosperity.*
Unmarried girls wore their hair in a single long braid, adorned with ribbons on
special occasions.®® It is important to note that even in 1927, a braid worn without
any other head covering differentiated the unmarried from the married woman. A
girl might also wear bright-colored stockings and socks (burdovye noski in one).
Chastushki described young women wearing powder, lipstick and rouge, pencilling
in their eyebrows, and curling their hair.“

Was physical appearance all that important? One girl argued:

{1 Ha MMYKO He KpacuBa I haven’t got a pretty face
Ab6xoxneHue xopoiia But I'm well mannered.
Kpacora Hama Ha BpeMms Looks are temporary
AbGxoxneHve Ha Bcera. Good manners are for life.*
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Another argued the opposite:

Ckopo, CKOpo f yeny Soon I'm leaving

Ckopo s OTTIpaBIIOCH. Soon I'll be off

§l Ha nuYKO He KpacuBa I don’t have a pretty face
HexoMmy He HpaBiiocs. No one likes me.*

Or, she might say,

S cunmena Ha nyry, I sat in the meadow

loBecuna romosy. And hung my head

Or yero moBecuia? Why hang my head?

Bes Muiioro He Becello. Without a sweetheart there’s no joy.*’

The last chastushka captures the disappointment of many of the girls who would go
to the posidelki and find no suitor with whom to spend the evening, and would leave
once the couples paired off. All participants were supposed to pair off, and it was
considered dishonorable for a girl not to have her own boyfriend.® Those who
remained in the gathering could later boast:

Kak rapmoiika saurpana, As the accordion began to play
Beceno 3anena s, Happily I sang

Bce yernipe yxaxopa All four admirers
INlocmoTpenvt Ha MeHs. ~ Looking at me.*

Young men were equally conscious of the way they dressed. The "blue fantasy"
three-piece suit or troika (admired in chastushki) became the standard attire among
young city workers in the 1890s, and gained quick popularity in the countryside.
Often the troika was worn over the traditional peasant man’s shirt, kosovorotka,
buttoned down the side.® Men who wore galoshes and watches were admired.”! A
girl sang to her boyfriend, who didn’t have goloshes:
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He nocu, Mumts, kanomv Don’t wear galoshes, my sweet,

Me v Tak ¢ To6ow xopomwm. We are good enough without them.
He HoCH, Munmni, 60TUHKY Don’t wear boots, my sweet,
Mb1 1 Tak ¢ To6oVt KapTUHKM. We are still a pretty picture.*

This was an ironic but humorous way to declare not only her attraction to this young
man, but the fact that the two were a match from the point of view of social status,
both being far from prosperous. Bell-bottoms became popular later in the 1920s, as
were riding pants, and sailors’ collars:

Mo# MuneHbKWA Xapotl My boyfriend is so nice
OH He xoaut Ge3 ranom. He always wears galoshes.
Koraa nocut Gprokv kném, In his bell bottom pants
Ha maTpocuka naxox. He looks like a sailor.

In the changing relations between parents and children in the 1920s, the
purchase of clothing and personal items for the young reportedly became a source of
tension. After harvest, young peasants pressured their families to set aside a portion
of the year’s budget for their needs. At times young men put claims on money set
aside for taxes or repairs, and importuned their parents until they gave in. Young
women were especially anxious that the money they generated through crafts and
through the cultivation of flax be set aside to cover their own expenses. They were
especially solicitous of wage-earning brothers, since they depended on them for store-
bought goods. Sisters might cater to such brothers by washing their clothes and
taking care of their belongings.®® The following chastushka captures the tensions
between a sister and her new sister-in-law precisely over the brother’s generosity.

He nouny s BsisaTh OBca, I won’t be tying oats,

Bpar Ha nnaTbe He NPUBES. My brother did not buy me cloth.
OH npuBE3 cBOEN XKEHe, He bought some for his wife
Ilymav BaxyT 6e3 mMeHe. Don’t count on me to tie.”
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Chastushki thus suggest that family fights often revolved around the distribution of
material wealth. Traditionally, the extended family had not provided for the
necessities of the daughter-in-law and her children, including clothes, soap and other
basic items.*® The chastushka above signalled a new understanding of material
responsibility between husband and wife and probably a different type of relationship
between the two.

Courtship and Betrothal

In the 1920s the role of parents in marriage decisions was another source of tension
in the peasant household. Young peasants had adopted "more egalitarian notions of
courtship.”” Yet young peasant women were not free agents in choosing mates; for
that matter, neither were young men. Although they had relative freedom in meeting
members of the opposite sex, and their wishes were taken into consideration, parents
often had a decisive voice in the choice of their children’s spouse. For the peasant
family the main concern remained economics.®® A folk song described a father’s
reaction as his son picked a bride:

Cuien Malb4vK y OKOMUIKa, A lad sat at a window,

Cunen Mecanub-AeHLKM. For days and months on end.
Io3Bone naneHbKa XEHUTLCA Allow me, father, to marry,

INo mo6Bu HeBecTy B3ATD. To pick a bride I love.

OrTel cHY He MOBepwII, The father did not believe

Y10 Ha cBeTe eCThb JNW6OBE.... That there is love in this world.*®

Women’s chastushki on this theme described marriages in which the bride-to-be
did not know the groom, even in the late 1920s. Others described marriage to men
who were not their choice, which was most likely to happen if a woman was
approaching the end of her prime marriageability.

13



HNonxoxy s 6mv3ko Kk moMy. I approach my house

U3 tpy6rr Bricokuit AbIM. Smoke rises high from the chimney.
Ortnana MeHs1 MaMallika— Mama gave me away in marriage,
He crosina cpoay ¢ HuM. To a'man I do not know.*

Women seemed to have the right to voice their opposition to a match when the
groom lived far from their family.

Ha crone craur GyTbiiika, There’s a bottle on the table,
A B GyTrke Manaxo. In the bottle there is milk.
Ilpuxaaunv Mensa cBaTaTb, They came to betrothe me,

Al ckazana: — [aneko. But I said, "He lives too far."®

The unhappiness of young people forced to marry is constant refrain in
chastushki. Two examples from the village of Poliana, in Riazan province, offer the
respective points of view of a man and a woman forced to marry.

Avi, MaTb, MOSI MaTh! Oh, mother, mother!

3ayeM MUVHSA KEHMILL? Why have you married me off?
51 He 6yRy c xeHOV CHATb— I won’t sleep with my wife—
Kyna eé nenvimn? Where will you put her?

AW, xOTeNla MYHA MaTh, Oh, my mother

3a /BaHa aTHaTh. Would have given me to Ivan.
Py6v ronyBy Maio Cut my head off,

3a ViBaHa He movRy. I won’t marry him.®

Such problems were especially acute among poor peasants. If they needed a son’s
labor, they might not allow him to marry:
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Y10 TH, TATEHBKA, He JXEeHUIbL? Why don’t you marry me off, dad,

Pa3sBe s Te6e He chu? Am I not your son?
Bce pebara noxeHunvcnb, All the guys have married,
S ocTancs XONOCTHM. And I’m still a bachelor.®

This was not the case with daughters, who were seen by their families as another
mouth to feed. In fact, daughters provided an important source of labor to the family
economy, and began working as young children of six or seven, earlier than their
brothers. A young man might sleep until ten, while his sister got up at four or five
in the morning with their mother. At that time she began her day by getting
firewood, tending the animals, or taking care of smaller children. From an early age
young women had extremely long work days—fifteen hours or so—all done at home
in the company of other women.® Yet daughters were treated as transient members
of the household.® One can imagine situations in which a young woman might have
expressed her bitterness:

He pyravite Mens noma Don’t scold me at home
Yro a1 xneba MHOrO eM. For eating so much bread,
Brr ornaviTe MeHA 3aMyX— Just marry me off,

He xoMy He HamoeM. A bother I won’t be.

Judging by the chastushki, the most attractive male type was the happy accordion
player, though this was hardly the same criterion used by parents in choosing mates
for their offspring.

Kro rapmMoHymky urpaer The guy who plays the accordion
3aBceraa Muiiee 6riBaer. Will always be much sweeter.®

Another teases her parents:
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Mponant nomane u cynous, Sell the horse and its straps,
Kynnio MUnoMy rapMoHb. I'll buy my sweetie an accordion.®

The guitar player was probably second only to the accordion player. Also
appreciated were those who bought their girlfriends presents, such as candy,” lipstick
or high-heeled boots.” The best suitors were those who could provide material
comforts. Especially attractive was the oldest son of a prosperous family, who would
make the bride the oldest daughter-in-law. It was assumed that the bride would live
in the husband’s traditional multi-generational, extended family, with endless friction
among daughters-in-law.

oM KVpPNIIVYHBIVI BOCEMb OKOH A brick house with eight windows,
51 cTpanmalo 3Hax0 1O KOM. I know for whom l.pine.

oM xupnvunL cBA3b Gonbias A brick house, big connections,

A cnoxa 6yay crapuas. To be the first daughter-in-law.™

Was the singer pining for the man or for the house? Such material considerations
were of great importance to the bride’s family and to the bride herself. The brick
or stone house was very much coveted by peasants in the 1920s, as were windows.”
Brick houses had begun to appear in the Black Earth region by the 1890s. They
were preferred because they were safer against fires, the scourge of the Russian
village. They were larger than the traditional log cottage, which was limited by the
size of the trees in the area, and they were also more sanitary. Those families
employing migrant workers were among the first to build brick houses. The northern
districts of Riazan, with their large number of otkhodniki, probably had more such
houses than areas to the south. At the very least, 2 young woman could aspire to
move into such a dwelling.”

Conversely, a poor prospect was a man with a small, four-window hut and no
farm animals—just a dog and a cat, the singer might add, tongue in cheek.” Some
women saw marrying an older but better-off husband as an advantage.
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AW, 3vnmyH Mon

Ha 3umyHe 6ucep.

51 Takoro nonxSuna
Ceno#t, na nmvicapb.

I have a homespun coat,
A beaded homespun coat,
And I fancy

A grey-haired clerk.”™

As if to counterbalance this perception, another chastushka warned that marrying into
a better-off family did not necessarily bring happiness:

Kupnvannii oIt oM
Honro crpourcs.
Organa MeHs MaMala
Hapex ropurscs.

A brand new brick house,

Took long to build it.

That’s where my mother sent me,
To suffer forever.”

The worst type of suitor, rejected universally, was the "hooligan:"

Hpons HOXVKOM MaxHeT—
S He vicnyranacs.

Sl Taxoro Tpenava
Jl6ute He cobupanacs.

My boyfriend is waving a knife,
I did not get scared.

I have no intention

To love such a worthless man.™

Negative types of men include the untrustworthy and the unreliable: a sweetheart told
a girl he would cheat on her; she said she had no fear because she never promised
to love such a "prattler.” Also unappealing was the coarse guy. In one chastushka
a young man explained remorsefully that his coarse words offended his girlfriend.”
Surprisingly, equally unattractive was the man who read too much, who was chided

as follows:

Bpock cBow 13by, ¢ raseron

llocTpanaii ¢ AeBYEHKOV BTOVA.
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Throw off the newspaper
and the reading room
You make your girl suffer with them.®



Kerosene was in short supply in the peasant household, and families sometimes gave
a would-be reader a hard time for "wasting" so precious a commodity. This distaste
for the reader perhaps reflected negative attitudes towards a behavior not deemed
normal to village life.

By the mid-1920s, however, chastushki expressed a new appreciation of literate
men, who were Red Army soldiers or Communists, because “"they are an educated
lot, and they know how to talk."8 The reference was to the literacy courses given
to recruits, and also to the fact that soldiers and Communists had contact with the
world outside the village. Communists were a good match in the opinion of some:

I'onybas B xoce nenra Blue ribbon in my braid
Kommynucra s sio6iro. A Communist I love

Cama 3Halo 4TO He Napa, I know well he’s no catch

A paccTaTbcsi HE MOTY. But with him I cannot part.®

By the end of the decade, a woman could boast of a boyfriend who was a
Communist, Komsomol or sailor:

XoTh MUJIEHOK U KypHOC My darling is snubnosed
Ia unen B xoMcoMoe, A Komsomol is he

OH Temepuus MaTpoc He is now a sailor

Ha BantuickoM Mope. On the Baltic Fleet.®

A Communist was depicted as a good prospective husband for economic reasons.

Ecnu nose rapaaursb, There aren’t enough trees.
Torna He XxBaTUT Jleca. To fence in the field.
Becnapruvinoro mobuts I’'m not interested in loving
Hety unrepeca. A non-Party man.®
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A good bride would be hard-working and would bring a craft into the
household. Prior to their betrothal, she would prove her dexterity in various ways:

llvina MunoMy kwucer, I sewed a pouch for my darling,
Brimna pykoBuua. But it turned into mittens.
Mens Bausa noxsanw: Vania praised me:

—Yro 3a MacTepulla. "Oh, what talent!"®

In the following folk song, which probably has its roots in the nineteenth century, a
bridegroom’s male entourage describes the kind of bride they would wish their friend

to have.

T noVaéM-Ka ¢ Hamw, Come with us [name of groom],
Mn Haviném Tabe HUBecTy We will find you a bride,

Mmn xapomuyi v npuroxyio, A nice, beautiful bride,

Mn! TKkanblolKy, A weaver,

Mt u 6Gpanbiouiky, Who’ll be handy making linen,
My cucsicTyIo, M TPYRACTYIO. A busty, big-breasted gal.*

Since the peasant household’s wealth depended to a great extent on the daughter-in-
law’s economic contribution and talents, the bride demonstrated her capacity for
work and her talents in the posidelki and elsewhere. However, in the groom’s song
cited above, physical attributes seemed to be as important as the ideal bride’s ability
to weave. This was probably a change in perception: earlier, beauty was at best of
secondary importance in picking a bride.*’

By the 1920s young people had some freedor in pursuing and discarding suitors
for a year or two before getting married. A brazen young woman teased the object
of her affection:
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Yro BenEpvIKO He TOHMIIb Why don’t you drown in a bucket?

Ve BepEBKa KOpOTKa Or is the string too short?
YTO ThI MUIbIV HE MOXOAVIIB Why don’t you come see me?
Wnb npyras saBiekina. Or, do you have another love?®®

Some chastushki described fickle girls:

Hopora Most moApyxKa My dear girlfriend

51 Teba npeMermna I noticed

Trr Toraa 6una Banvna You were once Vanya’s
A reneps Iletuna. ' But now you’re Petya’s.”

There seemed to be a great deal of fluidity among couples:

Honpyxxka mos, Girlfriend of mine,

HOaBait noMeHseMCs Let’s make an exchange.

Thl CMOVIM & 51 C TBOUM You take mine and I take yours,

Beuepox nmoctToviM. Let’s organize a gathering.”®
The friend might have answered:

Honpyxka mos, My dear friend,

He crany MeHaTBCA. I won’t switch my beau.

TBoW MUIIEHOUEK Tpenay Yours is a loud-mouth,

Jlx6uth HacMesTCA. Who offends me so.”!

In one case the suitor was rejected because of his age:
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Ax, Baneuxka, BaHeuka, Vanechka, oh, Vanechka

5 Tefie He mapouxa You and I don’t make a pair.
Y Tebs prika Gopona Your beard is turning gray
1 neBUOHKa MoNOIA. ‘ And I am still a young girl.”

In the next one a rejected suitor criticized the object of his unrequited love for
leading him on.

Tt 3aueM xe 3aBJeKaellb, Why did you entice me

Ecnv a Tebe ne mum. If you weren’t keen on me?

Tr1 6b1 ¢ ocenu ckasaina, If you had told me in the fall

A1 611 3uMy He XomMiI. I would not have come in winter.”

There were also instances of women pining away for unresponsive men, but fewer
examples than of men being rejected. A chastushka from the late NEP ascribed the
rejection to gossip and the man’s poor judgement:

Y mMunénka Her yma, My sweetheart is not smart
Cnyman nonen He listened to people
Y 6pocun meHs. And dropped me.*

Women could be the subject of gossip and community scrutiny much more than men.

On a happier note, couples got together. The more lyrical chastushki used
endearing words. A man called his beloved a "red berry."® A particularly pretty
chastushka, inspired by folk motifs, compared the man to a falcon, the woman to a
swan. A common term of endearment for a boyfriend was calf (telénok), often
rhymed with beloved (milénok).
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Mown Munénok My beloved

Kak Tenénok Is like a calf

Jl6uT nenoBaThCA. He loves to kiss.

Mamnb ¢ mamor Mama and papa

Homa Her Are not home

Hexoro 6oarncsa. There is no one to fear.%

The image was one of a cuddly, innocent, affectionate, and passive pet. Absent were

any inklings of male bravado or aggression.
Once the couple went "public” with their love, the normal procedure was to get

married. Men sometimes announced their intention to ask a girl’s hand in marriage:

A MHe MUIIPIA IpVKa3biBall, My sweetheart ordered me:
IIpuay cBaTaTb—He OTKa3LHBaM. I will come to ask for your hand:
Don’t turn me down.”’

Some chastushki signalled the approval of the girl and her family:

Mue MunéHok rosopuin, My sweetheart said to me:
Ilpuny cBataThcs Tebs! I will ask for your hand.
"[Ipuxonm, xenam 1, Come, I wish this,
Xenaer Bcs Mos ceMbsL.” And so do all my kin.*

Betrothals took place, at least in the idealized chastushka households, as they had
since time immemorial, before the family’s icon.

Ha crone cTouT MKOHa, On the table stands the icon,
3a cTonoM oTew v MaTh, At the table sit my parents,
MeHs BecesnieHKax AeBYEHOUKY To bless me, happy young girl,
Xorenu 6rarocnaBisTh. To give me away in marriage.”
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A chastushka describing a daughter’s farewell to her father is almost wistful.

51 monoreHua pacmvBana I embroidered the towel
Hactynuna Ha KoHell. I have come to the end.
A v3 noMma ye3xamn I am leaving home.
BnaciioBu MeHs oTell. Bless me, father.'®

The reference is to the linen that the girl embroidered for her trousseau in the year
or two when she frequented the posidelki. Parental approval embodied in the ritual
blessing was essential for the wedding celebrations, and few couples were willing to
risk their parents’ rejection, since it meant foregoing the dowry, their only claim to
property from the household of the bride.!”

Once betrothed, the bride-to-be was freed from all household obligations, which
enabled her to finish her trousseau with her girlfriends’ help. Throughout the period
between her betrothal and her wedding, the bride-to-be was supposed to show no joy
at the prospects of her new life as wife and mother. Rather, “"she was to lament her
situation through the declamation of ritual songs. "'” Perhaps this was a superstitious
way of warding off bad luck, but in all likelihood it also reflected the bride’s
apprehension about her future. It was also a way of honoring her parental home by
acknowledging and undoubtedly exaggerating how good her parents had been to her.

There were virtually no wedding chastushki in the 1920s: the highly formalized
lament was considered more appropriate for the occasion. Russian peasants had
developed a rich tradition of wedding laments, which bewailed the fate of the married
woman (baba), her separation from her parental home and friends, and her loss of
freedom. The bride’s party, or devishknik, would gather for the ritual bath on the
evening before the wedding or that same morning. The bride would be dressed by
her girlfriends, who also plaited her hair. The ritual was accompanied by
lamentations.'® One of the most moving laments is a bride’s farewell to her female
friends and relatives as she prepares to live with her in-laws. The setting is a
bathhouse.
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Wnure xa, Mou Munbie aapyxKeHbKU

U Bce Mou mioGe3Hbie TETYMKU

BmxHve MOu COCeRyIIKU.

HaBxo 6p1 BbI MUY MEHA HABECTUIIV

Ipu aT0M Npu.ropiomxe,

Ilpu 6onbion mMoewt paborymxe.

Bn nocnymavite ka MOVIX FOPbKUX
TECEHOK.

51 He mecHu nol—pacneBan—

Bcxo cBO0 XU3HB NeBUYBI0 CIIOMUHAT0.

Oroma TH Mos# rynb6a-BoloiKa.

Orrynsna g ¢ MMIILIMU NIOADPYXXEHKaMM

ITo muvipokot ynuue,

OTnrpana-to i C HUMU BCe NMO3HbIE
Beuepa.

Sl y MaTymKkv-TO IO NO3AHO Beuepa
npourphBana

[o xpacHOTO CONHYIMIKA POCHINbIBaA.

A B YyXuX TO NIOAAX XUTb—HE y
MaTyKVi pORVMOM

Kyzvr noturs, TO cipocurhes,
OTkels NpUIrTY, BCE CKAXMUIIbLCS.

Come to me, my sweet friends,

And all my dear aunties,

My closest neighbors.

You should have visited me long ago,
In my sadness,

In my great travail,

Come and listen to my bitter songs.

I sing them loudly.

My girlish days I will recall.

Gone are the good times and my freedom,
Gone are my walks with my girlfriends
Down the wide street,

Gone are the late night games with them.

I won’t enjoy myself at night at my
mother’s

And sleep till the red sun rises.

I am off to live with strangers,

Not the same as living with my dear
mother.

Where I’ll have to ask for leave,

Wherever I will go...!"

In all likelihood, this lament dates back to the nineteenth century, yet it probably
spoke to the sensibilities and reality of young peasant brides in the 1920s. It
captured the bride’s anxiety about the future and the dramatic changes that
accompanied marriage. The bride acknowledged that her "girlish days" were over:
the freest time in a peasant’s life was precisely the period of courtship, which was
about to end. The bride would leave her mother’s home to become "the other," the

outsider in an alien household.
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Side by side with this powerful tradition of the resigned, mournful bride was one
of defiance. A chastushka described a girl’s rejection of a suitor:

Ax, oTpana roporow, Oh, my comfort, oh, my joy,
Ckaxwv MaTepu cBoewn: Tell your mother

"fl cHoxa Bama He 6yny, Her in-law I won’t be,

He Benu pyrartscs ei!” I won’t let her scold me!'®

Behind her statement was the age-old enmity between the mother-in-law and the
bride, modified by the latter’s affirmation of her right to choose. Significantly, the
singer was directly addressing the suitor, without the parents’ mediation, and she
seemed to be rejecting him strictly because of his mother’s character.

Marriage and the Family

The peasant household was sharply divided along gender lines, with women being
responsible for all household chores, domestic animals, the vegetable garden, and
handicrafts, which they produced for family consumption and for the market. Most
of the girls’ contacts and preoccupations seemed to be limited to their mothers, who
ruled over the younger female family members. The chastushki thus reflected the
fact that "the strongest emotional ties within the family [were] between mother and
daughter."'® The grandmothers or aunts who often lived in the singers’ household
hardly figured in chastushki. Far from the submissive female figure, the mother was
depicted as the person holding the girl’s future in her hands. It was the mother who
traditionally had control over the dowry, and who seemed to have a great deal of
leeway deciding whom and when a daughter would marry. One chastushka described
a young woman’s decision to get married:
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llpuny c ymmub aomMov I'll go home

Ha MaTh TonmHy Horoi. And stamp my foot.
IlponaBait MaMKa KOpPOBY Mother, sell the cow,
Mensa 3aMyx oTnaBaii. And marry me off.'”

The proceeds from the sale of the cow would go towards her dowry. A later version
of this chastushka has the girl asking the father to sell the horse and betrothe her.'®

By far the most common mother-daughter chastushka described the bride’s
appreciation for her mother’s home. Aware of her daughter’s future, she protected
her unmarried daughters and pampered them.

Ox, MaTh, MOsA MaTh, Oh, mother, my dear mother,
Havi noHexuTbcs, NocnaTh. Pamper me, let me sleep late.
Korna samyx oTnaayT, When I'm married off.
TloHeXUThCA He JaRyT. No one will pamper me.'®

Despite her many chores, the time the teenage girl spent at her parents was the
happiest and most carefree in her life, when she was allowed to enjoy the company
of other girls her age without the cares of her older married sisters.''

There were many chastushki on a mother’s eagerness to marry her daughter off.
This category included some particularly sad chastushki. In one the young woman
criticized her mother:

Mos MaMeHBKa peTvBa My mother is too zealous

B uitone 1Beruk copBalia. She plucked the blossom in July

Moo Mononocts crybuia She ruined my youth

PaHo 3aMyx oraana. And gave me away in marriage too soon.'"!

The chastushki conferred on the mother great power over a daughter’s marriage—at
least the young woman saw her as responsible for the final decision; fathers, by
contrast, were seldom blamed directly for marrying a girl off too young. In fairness
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to the mothers, some chastushki conveyed the mother’s sadness at marrying off her
daughter:

Mens mama Gynviia Mama woke me up

Y xpoBartu nuakana She was crying at the bed.
"BcraBai, KOYKa goporas, "Wake up, daughter dear,

1 Te6s1 npocsaTana.” I gave you away in marriage."'"?

The mother cried over the loss of her daughter, and at the knowledge of the
difficulties of married life. There were also chastushki that depicted forced betrothals
and seemed to hold both parents responsible, or maybe even other family members.

IlpocBaTunM-He cKa3anu They betrothed me; didn’t tell me
O6onpio MNaToK clie3aMu. I pour my tears into my kerchief.!

Chastushki realistically depicted women’s responsibilities after marriage. Inone,
a young peasant lamented that her blond braid would be blowing in the wind for the
last summer—the implication being that she was getting married.!* A popular
chastushka began with the warning "Girls, don’t marry"” (Ne khodite, devki, zamuzh),
if they wanted to be happy:

He xonvite neBkv 3amMyx Girls, don’t marry:
3aMmyxeM He Becena Once you’re married, there’s no fun
Mos ToBapka BhllJIa 3aMy X My friend got married,
IonoBy noBecuna. Now she walks forlorn.!*®
Another:
eBKku, novre ¥ nuawmure! Sing and dance, girls!
HeBxwu, 3aMyx He cniemmTe! There’s no hurry to be wed. '
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Paradoxically, while the chastushki alluded to the negative aspects of marriage,
it was clearly understood that women would marry. Barbara Clements has noted the
sharp rise in marriages immediately after the Civil War, perhaps because people
longed for security and economic stability. After years of disruption, the men were
back from the front, many of them apparently eager to start families.!”” Christine
Worobec has argued that, for the Russian peasant, in contrast to pre-industrial
Western Europe, marriage was almost universal. It served as the rite of passage
from childhood to adulthood and to full membership in the peasant community, the
conferrer of respect.!”® For the man marriage meant the right to land and to
economic autonomy, the right to a laborer (his wife) and to children, who would
guarantee his survival in old age, and, eventually, the right to speak at the village
assembly as head of his own household.'

For the woman marriage was more dramatic, for it entailed a change in
residence, becoming "the other" in an alien household. She would have to win over
her often hostile in-laws through hard work, obedience, and child bearing.'?
Chastushki often referred to the in-laws’ home as living "on the other side" (na
chuzhoi storone), the same term used for those who left the village to work in the
cities.”” Most likely, the young bride lived relatively close to her parents. In fact,
a distance of four versts (under three miles) between the bride’s and the groom’s
house was considered quite far. Right after the marriage, the young bride, who,
according to contemporary accounts, was too shy to eat with her in-laws, would often
eat her meals at her parents’ home.'? The young bride had to keep quiet in her
husband’s house to show her humility and subservience. She could not wear her hair
lose after marriage or in a single braid, but had to tie it up in a bun or in two braids
and cover her head at all times, perhaps as a symbolic renouncing of vanity and an
expression of submissiveness.

Por 3axMyT, OBEC NOBSIXKYT, Lips shut tight, the oats tied up,
B ny4ok Kocy CBAXYT. The braid they’ll tie up in bun.'?
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Almost all post-wedding chastushki were written by women and almost all were
sad.'” They often described poor relations with in-laws or drunken husbands. The
following folk poem captured the brutality of the husband towards the wife and his
family’s participation in or acceptance of that brutality:

Myx xeHy yumn A husband taught his wife,

Xeny yrpiomyio His sad wife.

Kaxk xeHa Myxy B3MONWTCH, How the wife implored her husband,
Bamonurca cBékpy-6aTiouke, She implored her father-in-law,
Ceékpy-6atiomke, cBekpoBu-matymke.  Her father-in-law, her mother-in-law:
—Caékop-6aTioiika, OTHUMU MeHSA "Father-in-law take me away

OT nrTa MyXa, From my cruel husband,

Or noTa Myxa, OT CEpAUTOrO.— My cruel husband, who’s so angry.”
Csékop-6aTiomka BenwT myue 6UTh, The father-in-law ordered to beat her
Benur xpoBb NpoNwTh, more,

BenvT KpoBb NPONUTD, Until the blood flows, he ordered,
To naram nycTuTs. Until the blood flows to her feet.!?

Not surprisingly, some young brides might have given this advice:

lonpyxka Mo, My friend,

He Brmobsiicsa, kak ! Don’t fall in love, as I did.
llo moGoBu, noporas, Don’t ever marry

He cxomsrcs Hukorna. For love, my sweet.!?

The NEP was a transitional period in almost all aspects of Soviet life, and the
chastushki offered intimations of the coming changes in gender roles. Some depicted
men cooking dinner while the wife went to a meeting in the local soviet, or the
husband doing the dishes while he listened to the news program on the radio.'”
Though they poked fun at this aberrant behavior, the chastushki nonetheless reflected
exposure to the new technology and public discussion of the new gender-defined
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tasks. The radio symbolized the links of a previously isolated village with the world
outside, and some chastushki show its impact on women’s lives—as in this
description of a woman’s fascination with new technology:

Mos Munka 3a6Gonena
Huuero He Kywaer.
Tpy6xu Ha yuv Hazena
W paavio cnymaer.

My sweetheart got sick
She will eat nothing.
Earphones on her ears
She listens to the radio.'?®

The peasant household had no radios,'” let alone record players or telephones,
yet the chastushki joked about having these appliances, and about some peasants’

acquisitiveness. Said one:

Kak y nac B uabe—

I'pamogoH Beane:

U na maGouke, v mon sma6oukon,
U no Bcent uisbe.

Just take a look at our home,
Everywhere a gramophone!

On the bench and under it,
They’re everywhere in our hut.'®

More realistically, the appliances that made it into the peasant home were those that
transformed women’s work, especially the sewing machine:

Ox—Tbl, OX—THI,

Bce nomvinu KooThH,
A s He nonmna,
Cnomanace MammHa.

Hey there, hey there,
Everybody sewed some blouses.
All but me, you see,

My machine broke down.'!

Typically, the tone in this and similar chastushki on "modern life" was ironic,
showing that the radio enthusiast was atypical, as was the owner of the phonograph.
Nevertheless, the new consumer goods and technology were seen as positive

additions to peasant life.



Brinna HoBasi MamvHa There’s a new kind of machine,

Ilon Ha3BaHWeM MOLMKIIET. It is called the mot’cycle.
He Tyxwu, Mosa munas, Don’t you grieve, my darling,
[lpuBeay Tebe KoHoer. I will bring you sweets. '

Another version substitutes "mot’cycle” (mispronounced "motsiklet") with "bus"
(avtobus) and sweets with "watermelon" (arbuz), which rhymes,'* to attain the same
humorous wonder at a new invention and its potential for bringing commodities to
the peasantry. In the 1930s political poster art echoed the peasant’s high esteem for
such gadgets as sewing machines, gramophones, and radios to convey a vision of
what the future held in store for collective farmers.” In a sense, the chastushka
served as a precursor and cultural mediator between the relatively modern world of
the city and the village. These "vehicle" chastushki also belie the importance that the
marketplace had on the dynamic life of the genre, for it facilitated the exchange of
goods and new ideas, and also of verses.'®

The World Without

Chastushki were limited in scope by the composers’ age-defined interests and social
roles—the majority of them were concerned with themes of love and courtship. Yet
they also reflected broader changes in society. Among the most vivid impressions
were the images of changing family relations brought about by the new laws
governing civil marriages, divorce, and women’s legal status. The new official
language also made its appearance in peasant chastushki, at times with unexpected
if humorous results. For example, the references to young women "filing a claim"
(postavit’ akt) against unappreciative boyfriends indicate the extent to which "the
language of public life penetrated private...lives."*® Soviets, commissars,
Bolsheviks, Communists, and Komsomols also found their way into chastushki, as
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the composers offered running commentaries on political life as seen from the
perspective of the village.

A sign of the changing times were the chastushki that depicted couples getting
married in civil ceremonies.

A noapyra noporas My dear friend

Ckaxy Tebe HOBOCTH I will share some news:

Mot sanéTka npennaran My sweetheart proposed
PacnivcaTelisi B BOJIOCTH. That we marry at the volost."’

The ceremony was to be held at the volost, or district committee, rather than in
church. Such a proposal would have been problematic for most peasant women,
whose parents might have withheld their blessing and dowry if they did not marry
in church. The young woman might have questioned the man’s motivation. There
were suggestions that men saw the civil ceremony as less binding or more
advantageous than the church wedding.'® Chastushki suggest that civil weddings
became more acceptable among the least prosperous peasants, especially during
economic hard times. The following chastushka reflects a young woman’s financial
concerns:

Komcomoneu npungr cearaTh I’'m betrothed to a Komsomol fellow,
—OTtyero xe He MOATU? I want to marry him....
PacnivcaThcsi—He BeHYaThCH, He is not asking for a dowry,

Tony AeHer He MNaTUTD. We won't have to pay the priest.'”

The tremendous growth in the rates of divorce during the NEP affected cities
more severely than rural areas. The growth was nonetheless noted in chastushki, a
sign that the idea of divorce was not dismissed offhand by the young composers,
although in reality older peasant women were more likely to resort to divorce than
younger ones.' In the following chastushka, a woman tells her man that possibility
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of divorce did not scare her. If he walked out on her, she teases, she would register
with another man.

He rpoau, s He Goroca Don’t threaten me, I’m not afraid
3aBTpa ¢ HOBHIM pacnuiilycs. Tomorrow I'll register with someone
else.'!

Chastushki captured the singer’s consciousness of new options, her familiarity with
the new laws. Judging by the chastushki, peasant women’s reactions were mixed,
but definitely not always negative. The rise in divorce was blamed, accurately, on
the new state.

Panbme 6b1510 Bee He Tak, Before it wasn’t

Yo Tenepb TBOPUTCH As it is now:

Komuccapr! pa3apemmnm The commissars allow folks
Copok pa3 XeHUTBCS. To marry forty times.'?

In 1924, for every 10,000 inhabitants in district towns there were about 28 divorces;
twelve in smaller towns; and eight in the smallest villages. A growing number of
women took advantage of easier divorces. By 1926 there were 258,949 divorced
women living in rural Russia out of a total of 402,633 divorced women in the
republic.'® In the following chastushka a woman complains of her husband’s tight
rein and finds her own solution.

He xorena s nnsacarb— I didn’t want to dance,
MoSosnace Myxa. ) I feared my husband.
Nonymai, moramai— Just think, just guess,
3aBTpa pa3ssenycs. Tomorrow I'll divorce him.'%

Probably, this was a young woman who missed the gaiety of dancing and socializing
with young people. This chastushka was reported in 1923, suggesting that divorces
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were accepted (at least in principle) by some peasant women early in the 1920s. In
another chastushka, a woman boasts that her married boyfriend will get a divorce:

1 neBuonka GoeBas, I'm a feisty girl,

BoeBas s AaBHO I've long been feisty.

A MOV MUITEHBbKUIA SKEeHATHIA— My boyfriend is married,
PasBenércs Bcé paBHO. But he’ll divorce her all the same. '

Protected by the new legal code, which guaranteed the wife full citizenship and the
right to a share of the husband’s family property, the young peasant woman gained
a measure of economic security.'*® Another new institution, related to marital break-
ups appeared:

Cumvit munnivt Ha 3abope Sits my sweetheart on the fence,
C anumeHTaMu BO B3ope. Looking child support in the face.!*’

Child support was extended to children born in common-law marriages. As the
chastushka notes, no longer were all women afraid of the consequences of intimacy.
In the 1920s men came to fear the financial repercussions:

Panbme aeBaukv 6osamick It used to be girls were afraid
Mananbix pebar mobuts. To love the young lads.

Tenepb Manbuuku GafTbCA But now the young men are afraid
ANYMEHTVKY TUIATUTD. To have to pay child support.!*®

For the brave and the young, economic independence spelled mobility and
freedom. Many young divorcées, particularly those with small children, returned to
their parents’ home, especially because the likelihood of their getting land from their
husband was minimal."® Unfortunately, little is known about the status of those
divorcées who returned with a modicum of financial self-sufficiency. Doubtlessly,
these women, together with Red Army soldiers and marginalized widows, had
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relatively more freedom than their sisters and mothers, whether single or married.
They were more likely to use the legal right to become heads of household and to
move at will. It is not surprising that divorcées made up a significant part of the
small contingent of rural female Komsomols. Single women, divorcées and widows
were the most receptive to politicization, the most likely to go to meetings and attend
activities. They were also the most likely to run for any political position, such as
member of the local soviet. As semi-outcasts in the tradition-bound village, they
risked the least in seeking to improve their status via the new institutions.
Conversely, the least likely to be open to the new political culture or any new activity
were young married women, especially if they had small children.'>

A newcomer to the chastuska repertory was the "new Soviet woman," who
might have said of herself:

1 cosHaTensHas ctana I’'m now politically conscious,
MHOro KHWXeK MpouYuTaa. And read many books. !

In all likelihood she took advantage of the new village reading rooms, many of which
were staffed by young peasant women. She was at ease with the new institutions and
the words that came into parlance and crept into the chastushki. Though most
chastushki on the assertive "new woman" were positive, such an assessment was not
universal:

Panbine Gyt proMoukw, We used to have wine glasses,
A Tenepb CTaKkaHYUKW. We now have tumblers.
Panbie 6r1stm neBoukw, We used to have young girls,
A Tenepb HaxaJouKu. We now have hussies. '

The old order was also disrupted by the bandits, deserters, and large number of
orphaned children, all legacies of seven years of war. Significantly, the wounds
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inflicted by the Civil War continued to fester in the countryside. Many chastushki
from the Riazan province described the endemic problem of orphans.

Bce namamv B noxe naumyT, All the dads work in the fields

Y MeHs manamw Her. But I don’t have a dad.

51 BO3bMYy JIOMIATYyHIKY, I will take a little spade

Packonar Garromky. And dig my dad out of his grave,'?

The chastushki on orphans reflect the staggering losses in World War I (about
eight million killed and maimed)'* and the Civil War. They used the term "orphan"
for fatherless children, a reflection of the fact that widows and orphans were the most
vulnerable members of peasant society. A widow received a share of the land only
if she had male children; a widow with daughters could only count on her in-laws’
generosity to keep her at their home and feed her and her daughters.'>

"Hooligan" chastushki, sung almost exclusively by men, voiced the rampant
banditry and criminality of the early 1920s. The problem was not new to the Russian
village. Fistfights and brawls seem to have been parts of rural ritual since at least
the previous century. Men from neighboring villages would team up during holidays
and fight. Despite an often game-like atmosphere, these fights nonetheless resulted
in deaths or disabling injuries.'*

lllupe ynuua pasnavica Down our wide street

Hlavika xynukoB vAET Goes a gang of hoodlums,

lllavika »xynmMKoB Ma3ypuKoOB, A gang of good-for-nothing hoodlums,
Hurne ne nponagér. They will do as they please.'”

It is not surprising, then, that chastushki depicts villagers welcoming the military
draft for the more troublesome members of the community. As one soldier
complained in a rowdy song typical of the "hooligan" sub-genre:
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Xynvras, fi Xynvirax I’m a hooligan, a hooligan,

Bceit nepeBHe HagoeNn— The whole village is fed up—
[loBeanu MeHs B conaaTh When the Army drafted me,
Y HUKTO He moXarne. No one felt bad for me.'*

While the chastushki almost universally condemned hooliganism and banditry,
they were much more ambivalent in their depiction of army deserters. Although
Riazan was not a theater of combat during the Civil War, armed bands of deserters
roamed throughout the province. The southern districts were home to the bands of
Ogol’tsov, Kiselev, and others.!® In the early NEP a singer voiced her sympathy for
a deserter:

Movi MuyIIbIVt Je3epTvip, My sweetie’s a deserter,
Jleraer xak ranka. He flies like a jackdaw.
Bce ero rousr, Everybedy chases him,

A MHe ero Xalko. But I pity him.!®

Interestingly, such chastushki were reported later in the 1920s, echoing the peasants’
continued ambivalence and even sympathy towards deserters, and by association, to
their plight during the Civil War.'®

Chastushki offered political commentary. Some chastushki were hostile to the
new order.

PaHbiiie 6b151 BOPULIKOW, Petty thieves we used to have,

Jlasun no xapmaHam, Who used to pick our pockets,
A Tenepb B CoBete, But in the Soviet we now have,
I'maBHbIM KOMUCCAPOM. The chief commissar. '

This bitterness was a legacy of the Civil War and the grain requisitions, which took
not just the peasants’ surplus, but the grain the family needed for survival. In 1920-
21 Riazan province experienced famine, caused by a combination of natural factors
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and the continuation of the grain requisitions. A few years later a chastushka still

conveyed the misery:

B Cosernl, Bb CoBeThl,
o 4ero B moBesnu.

Bcro noxnaruny noenu
W MakuHy noTonknv.

You Soviets, you Soviets
What have you brought us to?
We have eaten the carcass
And ground the chaff.'®

Peasant resentment of the conscriptions, and the young women’s anguish over drafted
and maimed brothers and sweethearts, endured in the chastushka tradition:

Maso Muioro yruanm

Ha Boviny npoknsryio,
Pyky npaBy otopsanu,
YeprobpoBoMy MoeMy.

Pacnmoknsaras BoviHa—
Cpaay nBa Habopa.
Basnu 6para MoeBo,
Ilerku noporosa.

The damned war

Took my sweetheart.

They tore off his right hand,
My black-browed one.

Accursed war,

Two levies all at once.
They took my brother,
My dear Petka. '

Not all commentaries on the Civil War shared this pathos. In a genre
characterized by whimsical images, even such gruesome episodes as trench warfare
could provide opportunities for wit. For example, a recurrent chastushka depicted
Trotsky, the War Commissar, getting ready for battle:



Cuvimur Tpouxuit Ha kaHaBe Trotsky’s sitting in the trenches

Jlant HOBbIe NNETET. Busy weaving new bast shoes.
Kpacny apmwuio obyer, He’s outfitting the Red Army,
BoeBaTb €€ MOUIET. He will send them off to fight.'®

This chastushka, which was probably composed by a man but was sung by both
sexes, may be interpreted as a barb aimed at the conduct of the war and the ease with
which the Communist leader could send his ill-provisioned men off to fight wearing
only lapti. One compiler, who observed similar chastushki in Vologda province
using Lenin as a subject, came to a very different conclusion. By conferring
everyday routines and other aspects of peasant life on Lenin (or on the lapti-weaving
Trotsky), the chastushki appropriated the leader and expressed affection for him in
terms that made sense to peasants. The Lenin of chastushki lived in a peasant hut,
wore leg-wrappings and lapti, and cursed, just like a muzhik.'® The lapti served to
identify him with the peasant prototype. By donning them or making them, Lenin
and Trotsky brought the Revolution, which they embodied, into the peasant world.
Simultaneously, as wearer or weaver of bast shoes, the Soviet leaders became
peasants, and thus symbolically acceptable and revered.

Not a trace of affection, but ridicule, was expressed in the following chastushka.
Obviously dating to the Civil War, it mocked the local commissar and his wife:

51 Ha Gouke cvky, I am sitting on a barrel,

A Han 604KOVi CKIISTHKA. On the barrel stands a jar.
Mow mMyx xoMuccap, My husband is a commissar,
U 51 ciekynsauTKa. And I'm a profiteer.'”

This last chastushka borrowed the first two verses from the pre-Revolutionary
popular repertory, and adapted them to express the peasants’ perception of new
officials as corrupt.'® The "barrel" chastushka, true to its genre, was derivative.
By using the well-known opening line in an improbable and incongruous combination
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with an authority figure—the commissar—the chastushka creates an absurd image that
adds folk humor to the political critique. Typically, a composer might pick up words
and whole lines from a contemporary song, poem, or, most likely, another
chastushka, as in the "barrel” chastushka. Because the mere change of a word or
line could change the whole meaning, chastushki were well suited for expressing
changes taking place in a person’s life, in the village, and beyond. For example, in
the chastushki below, the substitution of the word "accordionist” with the rhyming
word “"Communist” radically alters the notion of what was considered to be a good
match:

Ilpuixonunu mMens ceaTaTh: They have come to betrothe me,
IlpunaHoBoO Tpucra. They asked a dowry of three hundred.
Otrmana 6b1 A NATHCOT,— I would have given them five hundred,
Tonbko 3a rapMoHMCTa. If he had been an accordionist.
[Ipuxonvinv MeHsA cBaTaThb— They have come to betrothe me,
IIpunanHoro Tpucra. They asked a dowry of three hundred,
He xenaro BoceMbcOT— I don’t mind eight hundred,

Tonbko KOMMyHWUCTa. I only want a Communist. '®

The Komsomol and the New Poetics

Earlier in the century students of Russian folklore and peasant culture had minimized
the importance of chastushki because of their simplicity in comparison to traditional
lyrical folk songs and their imitative quality.'"™ The 1920s witnessed the official
legitimation of chastushki as a genre. Soviet anthropologists, folklorists, and
chastushka enthusiasts extolled the verses as the autochthonous, dynamic expression
of the Russian masses. Propagandists saw in them the triumph of the new over the
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old because the short songs were free of sentimentality and outmoded peasant ways,
and could be easily adapted to political themes.

The "new" (political) chastushka spread in the countryside through the People’s
House (nardom) and the rural clubs. It was meant for a politically sympathetic
audience. Among the most ardent champions of the chastushka was the Komsomol.
Activists would make up chastushki on current events, simply "borrow" them from
newspapers and other publications, or redo contemporary verses to fit political needs.
Students and workers who spent their vacations in the countryside also brought with
them "new" songs and chastushki from urban areas. Indicative of the importance
given to cultural activities, at a provincial Komsomol congress in Saratov activists
voiced the desirability of training not just "readers” but accordion players and
posidelka leaders. In many villages throughout European Russia the Komsomol
sponsored its own posidelki, and its members attended the gatherings whether or not
they were backed by the League.'”

If we view chastushki as the poetics of peasant life, we are compelled to see that
the Revolution did not transform all aspects of peasant women’s lives, but instead
resulted in the reaffirmation of traditional peasant culture and aspirations. Chastushki
depicted the continued centrality of marriage in peasant life, its universality, and the
appeal of early unions. Women’s view of marriage as a loss of freedom, with its
symbols of covered heads, marriage contracts sealed before icons, and tearful brides
persisted side-by-side with images of female commissars and komsomolki, who
defiantly wore no crosses around their necks. Traditional themes comprised the
overwhelming majority of chastushki in the 1920s. The anthropologist Tan-Bogoraz
saw in folk songs and chastushki a gradual blending of much of the old with bits of
the new in peasant culture. He estimated that only five percent of all chastushki
treated "new” themes.'” Perhaps peasants were expressing that nostalgia which,
according to Barbara Engel, was generated by the dislocations of the First World
War and the Revolution: "a longing for the way things used to be in the comfortable,
patriarchal past.”'™ I would argue that, beyond the longing they might express for
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a vanishing world, the chastushki must also be seen as expressions of peasant
mentalité and everyday reality that mixed both the traditional and the new.

The Komsomol sought to use its own prescriptive chastushki as a tool in its
quest to create a new mentalité and new images for its members and sympathizers.
The Komsomol became very active in the countryside during the NEP, "organizing
and providing a strong link between the village and the national culture."'™ The
Komsomol’s cultural impact ranged from their introducing new games into the
village, such as the foreign soccer, as well as newspapers, bulletin boards, piano
playing in reading rooms, shows, and plays. Some of the most active in the youth
league came to "form a new type of Soviet peasant intelligentsia. """ The Komsomol
played a critical role. in the development of political views among the young, second
only to the school system and on a par with the Red Army in importance. This was
especially crucial when we take into account the fact that in 1926 over half of the
rural population was under twenty-five years of age.'”

Komsomol chastushki purported to present the Revolution through the eyes of
young peasants, celebrating the Revolution, its institutions, and the new secular
culture as a youthful endeavor. They drove home the message that young people of
both sexes could construct the new village and liberate it from the backwardness of
time immemorial. For the Komsomol, the young were the Revolution’s natural ally
in remaking the world.

AX, TH, MUIIbIE MOV BaHiouia, Oh my sweetheart, my Vaniusha,
Kax 11 Monoa v kpacus! You are young and handsome!
Byner xwv3Hb Halia cYacTIVBa, Ours will be a happy life

Koms noiizeM B xonepaTus. When we join the co-op!'”

Later, not coincidentally, Soviet poster art of the 1930s consistently depicted
kolkhozniki and kolkhoznitsy as young, a continuation of Komsomol chastushki
themes from the 1920s.'®
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In the mid-1920s the Komsomol launched a recruitment campaign among young
peasants which gained it new members in the countryside despite almost universal
parental opposition. Memories of the Civil War and the hated grain requisition
detachments and anti-religious campaigns were too fresh in the minds of adult
peasants to make their children’s membership in the Komsomol palatable.'” Peasant
chastushki described confrontations with between parents and children over attending
Komsomol meetings:

A ckasan, 6pocs, 6uTh Says I: throw me out, beat me
Bcé paBHo 6yny xomwrh. I will go all the same.'®

A Komsomol version was much tamer, less confrontational, but it evoked the same
generational differences:

3x, ponurenu, poauTenu, Mom and dad
Ilyctwre co aBopa. Let me go out.

He moviMere BH1, porureny Don’t you see,

Yto HOBas Mmopa. These are new times?'®!

Peasants were even more intransigent in their opposition to daughters’
membership. Parental opposition took the form of depriving girls of material goods,
such as clothes and boots.'® Parents felt that their daughters, once they joined,
would be too independent to listen to husbands, and thus no one would marry them.
Their reputations would be tarnished by associating with the Komsomol, whose
members had a reputation as sexual libertines.'® Their activities would conflict with
their household duties, which might suffer as a result. Also, the Komsomol was
associated in many areas with hooliganism, drinking, fights, and laziness, and any
association with these phenomena would bring the young women shame.'® If we
believe peasant chastushki (as opposed to Komsomol versions), some women defied
parental strictures:
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Komcomonsua s moebuna I loved a Komsomol

U xotena 370 CKPHTH I kept it hidden
A Teneps Bce y3Hanu But now everyone knows.
Bce paBHO Gyay nobuth. All the same I’ll love him.'®

The Komsomols were known to be atheists, and who would want a godless
daughter? Komsomol chastushki confirmed this perception:

Mo¢é cepale npuyHeno: My heart is sad

C MunbiM 5 paccTanace... I broke with my sweetheart.
B 1epKkOBE 3Ball MEHSI BeHUaTbCA, He wanted a church wedding,
A s orkasanacs. And I turned him down.'®

Obviously this chastushka voiced the Komsomol’s fantasy of the brave young peasant
woman. It was an improbable scenario, since women were least likely to initiate a
civil wedding, especially in 1925, when this chastushka was penned. The ideal
woman, 3 la Komsomol, though torn by her feelings for her suitor would choose the
more modern, secular wedding. The anti-religious message was not lost on the
peasants, who feared their Komsomol daughters would be pressured to give up their
faith. Peasant chastushki often reinforced this parental concern:

Sl Tvineps xOMcOMoOIIKa— I am now a Komsomolka
Kpect Ha mee He Howly. I no longer wear a cross,
Be3o BckaBa CTYCHEHbS Without any shame,

Ha co6panue BbIXOXY. To a meeting I will go.'®

Versions of this particular chastushka were commonplace in Riazan in the mid- and
late 1920s.

Although profanity and anti-clericalism became the Komsomol’s trademark, such
sentiments were much more generalized among the young, and went beyond
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Communist circles. In the words of an observer in Tot’ma, in the mid-1920s young
peasants, especially males, loved to sing very coarse anti-religious songs, such as:

Yx Th1, 6oX, TH Ham 60X, Hey there, God, hey, there God,
Yuso Gonrauib? Why are you babbling so much?
Tyt Ha He6e cvauvb, You just sit up in heaven,

He pa6oraeiub. You just loaf around.'®®

The adult population reacted with revulsion, considering such chastushki to be the
highest form of disrespect and hatred towards religion and believers in general.'®
This type of chastushka was doubtless influenced by the published Komsomol
literature. But it would be too easy to dismiss it as solely the product of propaganda.
Even chastushki from the 1880s expressed a kind of vulgar anti-clericalism, one that
depicted priests and their wives as drunkards.'®

Not surprisingly, rural Komsomols were predominantly male; as of 1923 women
accounted for fewer than one percent of all rural members. After a concerted effort
to increase the number of women in the Komsomol, their proportion grew to 16
percent of the national membership and 12.3 percent of rural cells as of 1925 and to
16 percent by the end of that year.'”! A chastushka from the late 1920s notes this
lag in female membership:

KoMcoMonoB y Hac MHOTO, We have many Komsomol lads,
KomcoMOnkvt Hv axHOW. But not a single Komsomolka.
HdaBaw, Tans, M 3anvineMcs C’mon, Tanya, let’s you and I
B xoMcomonouku ¢ Taboit. Sign up with the Komsomol.'?

It was easier for women to go out with a Komsomol than to join the League. Often,
a member would convince his girlfriend to join, especially since the Komsomol
pressured its members to shun girls outside the party. When the organization stepped
up its recruitment campaign among women, it urged members to bring their sisters
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and sweethearts into the organization. Otherwise, non-Communist girlfriends would
eventually pull their Communist boyfriends away from the movement.'® Such a
position reflected a patronizing view of women, who would have to be drawn in by
boyfriends and brothers. In general Soviet political art depicted female peasants as
the embodiment of "ignorance, political stupidity, blind self-interest, and petty
bourgeois greed."'™ The term baba acquired a distinctive pejorative connotation,
signifying "the wretched, brutal, and patriarchal world of the peasant wife who was
subordinated to husband, priest, and police."'® Her unmarried daughters and sisters
could hardly escape this association. This ambivalent portrayal of the baba as victim
and victimizer reflected Bolshevik ambivalence towards the peasantry as a whole.
It also expressed fear of women as temptresses who could lead a gullible Communist
lad off the righteous path.

The popular chastushki confirmed the pattern of male Komsomols bringing their
sweethearts into the League and Communist activities:

OHa Mof IIeBKa C TONKOM My girlfriend is so smart
3anucanach B KOMCOMOJIKM. She joined the Komsomol.'%

A female version of that chastushka follows:

Komcomonbiia He nrobuna When I didn’t love a Komsomol
Komcomonkow He 6nina. A Komsomolka I was not.
KoMmcomonbua nomobuina But now I love a Komsomol
KoMmcomonka crana 1. A Komsomolka I've become. '’

It seems that, in the popular imagination, too, this became one of the acceptable
routes for women to join the League. Of course, the results were not always what
the Komsomol expected. A chastushka from 1929 conveyed the difficulties a woman
had in understanding what was being discussed at meetings:
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Kommynucra nobuna— I loved a Communist—

Ha co6panue xonvna, I went to meetings,
I'zie noHATH cTapanacs, Where I tried to understand
IIpo uto TonKoBanacs. What was being said.'*

The Komsomol appealed to a tiny but growing number of young peasant women
because of the cultural and educational activities the organization offered. One
explained how she became interested in the League when somebody told her to sign
up to organize shows and read good books.!” The Komsomol encouraged the young
generation to get a formal education:

lloviny B mxoiy A yuuThcH, I will go to school to learn,

Byny nomirrpaMoTHOW,— I will learn about politics,

He 3axouer My xeHUTbCA My sweetheart will not want to marry
Ha neBke HerpaMOTHO¥. An illiterate girl 2®

KoMcoMonbueB KTo He Iout Who doesn’t love the Komsomol?

Y a crana ux nrobuTh. I’ve started to love them:
OG6pa3oBaHHbIE IO They’re an educated lot,

3HaKT YTO MOrOBOPUTD. And they know what they say.?

In 1925 the Komsomol began publishing the magazine Zhurnal krest'ianskoi
molodezhi for its peasant activists, exposing them to political art intended for the
young would-be elite in the Soviet countryside. The magazine introduced the values
of the new Communist peasant woman: she was smart and assertive, showing her
political priorities and class consciousness by asking her fiancé to support the Red
Army and Air Force.® Undoubtedly, some of the Komsomol chastushki became
popular among the young. This was especially the case with catchier chastushki,
such as Komsomolka Dunia. In the version by the Komsomol poet Vasilii Kumach,
"red" Dunia is an indefatigable komsomolka who teaches children and reads
newspapers to illiterate village women:
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Hawa [JyHs, Kak LBETOYeK, Our Dunia is like a flower,

Ha Hew aneHbKwW# MIIATOYEK. Crimson kerchief on her head.

-3%, Oyus, OyHusa, OyHs, 1, Oh, Dunia, Dunia, Dunia,

Komcomornouka mos. You Komsomolka Dunia.

Y OyHamv MHOTO HIena,— Dunia has so much to do

Bcea ot nena noxyxnena. From her work she has lost
weight.

3-3x, Oyusa, Oyus, Oyns, 1, Oh, Dunia, Dunia, Dunia,

Heycrannas Mos. My tireless Dunia.”®

Later, Soviet graphic propaganda would also feature the young peasant woman,
always politically open to the new state, as a slimmer figure than the traditional
baba. In a folk version, Dunia is a Komsomolka, who is depicted, not at work, but
as she is being wooed by sailors:

Ax, Oyns, Oyus s, Oh, Dunia, Dunia,
Kamcamornouka Mas! My little Komsomolka.

Brmna dyHs 3a BapoTst, She walks out the gate, my Dunia,
A 3a Helo Bce MaTpPOCH. All the sailors trailing after her.”

In the peasant version, membership in the Komsomol has made Dunia all the more
attractive to the opposite sex.

While it may be true that the image of the heroic peasant woman did not emerge
in political poster art until 1930, the Komsomol peasant literature of the 1920s, in
particular Komsomol chastushki, posited the indefatigable Dunia or the peasant
komsomolka as role models to counter the dark, oppressed baba.?®® Red Dunia could
not perhaps overcome the perception of peasant women as dark and ignorant entirely,
but the political literature showed her to be collectively oriented, modern, and an
educated dynamo. She ran the People’s House and made speeches and reports, as
the subject of this Komsomol chastushka:
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Ilvmy, apemmio, kavyaics, I write, I doze off,

YuraTh AOKIIAN pelancs, I decided to make a report,
3a ureHbeM Vnbuua Candle, shed your light,
Topu, Mosi cBeua. While I read Lenin.?

A peasant version depicted the girl as the object of admiration:

Movt 6aTUCTOBRIV NNIATOYEK My cambric kerchief

ManuTuko? naxwxer. Smells of politics.

3aBTpa caenarwo HOKIaA— Tomorrow when I give a talk,
Besa nyb6nvika axHer. The public will "ooh” and "ah."*"

The kerchief does not exude the smell of perfume, which shows the young woman’s
rejection of the much criticized feminine love of cosmetics and other frivolities for
political activity. But it differs from "official" chastushki in the image of the public
sighing in admiration, which gives a lighthearted quality to the singer’s endeavors.

The "new Komsomol krest'ianka" improved the cultivation of flax, traditionally
a woman’s domain, by reading books on agronomy.?® She was encouraged to take
part in innovative farming, to be familiar with the new technology and tools:

Hy v neBka Hama Mamwa, There is no guy who can equal

Jlyanie maprHsa 3eMio naiier. Our girl, Masha, working the land.
Or,

I'pabnu, xoch v cepmnt Rakes, scythes, and sickles

llonarer B OTCTaBKYy. Will now go into retirement.

Movi-To MUILY arpoHOM My sweetheart is an agronomer,

[IpuBE3 CHOMOBA3KY.... He brought us a binder.?”
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Later in the decade some of these ideas on modern agriculture found their way in the
popular chastushki:

Kro 6exxur or arpoHomMa, He who flees the agronomer,
Kax or connbika caBa,— Like the owl flees the sunlight,
Y TaBo Ba max cajoMa, Eats hay in his soup,

B none copHas Tpasa. And grows weeds in his fields.?"

The komsomolka was an actress and a singer in her spare time. She stood up
to her family and refused to fast for the holidays. And she shunned kulak suitors,
preferring to be free rather than rich?"! Since the 1880s the peasant woman had
been seen by the Russian intelligentsia as particularly materialistic. 2! The
Communists, the Komsomol included, could not but be influenced by that cultural
assessment. The 1930 poster "Idi v kolkhoz" by Nikolai Terpsikhorov depicted a
smiling young peasant woman bringing her horse and cow into the collective farm
despite the tug of a kulak, a drunk, and other class enemies.?® The corrective to the
greedy baba, the young krest 'ianka fighting class enemies was already a prominent
feature of Komsomol chastushki in the 1920s.

The Zhurnal krest’ianskoi molodezhi (Magazine for Young Peasants, or Zhkm)
also featured feisty komsomolki who lived with their mates without the benefit of a
church wedding.?* This was not the tearful bride of old, but an assertive woman
who proclaimed to her wedding guests:

I’m not bitter on my wedding day, I don’t cry, but feel
happy with all my soul, as I start a new life. My first
duty: to be a conscious citizen, to participate in the
construction of the new life....I will strive to

strengthen and bring to life everything that the October
Revolution has given us, peasants....On my shoulders I
carry the burden of the household and family; I have the
responsibility for raising children, the new generation,
the builders of the new life."s
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The statement was a clear rebuttal of the traditional wedding lament (see the bath-
house wedding eve lament above). The wedding is the symbol of the community’s
endurance and expansion. In the Komsomol version, the ritual becomes as well the
opportunity for the young couple, in this particular case the bride, to prove her
loyalty and gratitude, no longer to her parents but to the Revolution. Her wedding
is still a collective event but it expands beyond the village to the state. This
Komsomol bride would not baptize her children in church, but give them
revolutionary names, such as Vladlen and Kim (the initials for the Communist Youth
International), at secular naming ceremonies known as oktiabriny. A Komsomol
chastushka voiced a member’s request to his mate:

Poaw, Mmuriasi, MHe CHHa, Give me a son, my darling,
M1 ¢ To6ore B kiy6 monném, And we’'ll take him to the club,
Tam ycTpouM okTaGpuHL, We will have a celebration,
Cua KumoM Ha3oBEM. And will name him "Kim, "2!6

The more colorful peasant version appeared already in 1927:

Hapaawrca crm-pubenak, When my baby son is born

He navizy x nony KpvicTUTb, " I won’t take him to the priest,
51 Ha3Ha4y ChIHYy UMS— I will pick his name myself,
Byaer Bek 6naroxaputs. He will thank me all his life!?"”

Both the "new" wedding and the naming ceremony acknowledged the force of
traditional rituals in peasant life, while at the same time politicizing and secularizing
them in form and content.

The Komsomol capitalized on the popularity of chastushki and other folk
traditions (as in the Komsomol version of a wedding lament cited above) by
publishing political versions in their newspapers and magazines, especially in the
Magazine for Young Peasants. But those were artificial compositions that lacked the

51



dynamism of the authentic peasant chastushka. To what extent could those
chastushki that appeared in the press, or on bulletin boards, be considered folk art?
Were they merely “literary activity using the chastushka form"??® 1 would argue
that to dismiss Komsomol chastushki as purely artificial creations is incorrect. A
singer might have heard a Komsomol chastushka or seen it in published form, but
she might have only used the part that suited her, and tailored it to her needs.
Because the genre was so flexible, chastushki were and continue to be influenced by
other genres and by "official" or artificial chastushki as well. Similarly, the official
chastushki often picked up verses and motifs from improvised ones, blurring the
boundaries between the two. Most important, the Komsomol used the genre to
convey the new values to the young rural elite and to politically committed young
peasants. In doing so the Komsomol participated in the introduction of these new
values into important sectors of rural society."?"

Conclusion

The marketplace and the mobility of the Russian population, which accelerated
during the First World War and lasted throughout the 1920s and later, shrank the
distances that had kept the peasants isolated from one another and from the cities and
towns. The chastushki reflected these closer ties, which were fortified by the media
and by better transportation. Chastushki "travelled” the length and breadth of the
country. Themes and even actual verses were carried from town to town. Yet
ultimately both the composer and the singer modified a particular chastushka to their
own taste and to the moment’s pressing issues.”?® The individualism and spontaneity
of the peasant chastushka make it an excellent historical source for the study of the
young peasant woman.

Chastushki captured images of a world in flux as viewed by the young
generation. In the 1920s and before, the genre was dominated by young peasant
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women. Thus courtship and love themes predominated, being of primordial
importance to those who were the writers and interpreters of most chastushki. As
such, the genre is unique in illuminating the peasant world, not only from the
perspective of the peasant woman, but in her own voice.

The young peasant woman used chastushki not to tell a narrative, as the longer,
lyrical song had done. Neither did she seek to "tell the truth” or depict reality.
Instead, she sang chastushki to entertain, tease, show glimpses of her feelings about
life, love, and the world around her, and to offer commentaries on the immediate
events in her life and on social and political realities. What emerges from the
chastushki is the perspicacity of young peasants observing their world, much of the
time with a remarkable sense of humor.

In contrast to the chastushka, the traditional lyrical "long" song could not reflect
the changes occurring in the Russian village during the 1920s. It is for this reason
the chastushka was adopted as the preferred genre by new elites. The genre’s
flexibility and dynamism made it an incomparable tool in their program of cultural
and political transformation. However, the chastushka remained an autochthonous
form, official use notwithstanding. Even as peasants assimilated the new culture,
with its values, and images, they expressed these in familiar forms (e.g., the dancing
"red” Dunia with sailors trailing behind her, or Trotsky the lapti weaver).

Beginning in the 1920s the chastushka was universalized; it left the confines of
the village world and ceased to be the purview of young peasant women. In this
sense, only before the 1920s can we cull the verses for insights into their specific
world. Although they remain a rich source for the study of popular mentalité, as do
jokes and songs, chastushki have lost some of their gender specificity as the genre
became an important part of mainstream official and popular culture.

53



Notes

This essay is a revised version of a paper presented at the AAASS annual convention held
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Miriam Liberman Nikolaeva gave me invaluable help in preparing and typing hundreds of
verses. Marina Cunningham has shared her translations of Riazan chastushki with me.
Richard Stites, who served as commentator when I presented the paper at the Kennan
Institution, gave me the title. Arnaldo Cruz helped me clarify some of my ideas on symbols
and language. Karen Offen and Reginald Zelnik read the manuscript carefully at a late stage
and gave me invaluable detailed suggestions. I wish to thank the members of the NEH
seminar on the "Woman Question” for their comments, support, and humor.
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