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Summary
Kisdllilaulu - agitation and entertainment

The article presents the history and special features of the agitation song of
the Finnish working youth movement (Fi. kisdllilaulu - literally
"journeymen’s song"). The kisdllilaulu groups came about in the 1920s
with influences on the one hand from the propaganda movement of Soviet
Russia (communist groups) and the sjungande gesdller groups of Sweden
(social-democrats). The main period of the movement was in the decade
following the Second World War when there were about 800 of the above
singing groups in Finland, of which approximately half were communists
and half were social-democrats. The kisdllilaulu tradition remained part of
the musical activities of organized working-class youth until the mid-
1960s.

The concepts of agitation and entertainment describe the main features
and limits of the kisdllilaulu tradition. The repertoire of the groups
extended from clearly aggressive political songs to relatively innocent
music-hall type entertainment. The repertoire included political satire,
moralistic songs, inspiring marches and ordinary folk songs. The article
concentrates on two issues central to the study of all music in folk
movements. The first concerns the aesthetics of the kisdllilaulu tradition
and the second the specific ideal of discipline which is also clearly present
in the tradition. From the perspective of established musical training and
art music the kisdllilaulu songs were hardly music at all. They were too
unaesthetic and coarse. However, the songs were an effective means of
political agitation and for this reason accepted and valued by the cultural
leadership of the workers’ movement. On the other hand, from the
perspective of folk culture, i.e. in the view of the singers and their
audience, the kisdllilaulu tradition was valued and respected as music. The
singers were often the main event at meetings and the most popular item on
the programme. The song tradition had a clear aesthetic of its own which
can be described as functional: the main purpose of the song was to deliver
a political message to the audience as effectively as possible. The most
important features of a performance were force and a clear presentation of
the words of the songs. Singing in key, on the other hand, was not so
important. In many of the groups the signing was more like rough shouting
that could be described as unison singing with a poor rhythmic and melodic
blend. Rhythmically the songs were intended to be precise and spirited.
The accompanying instrument (mandolin, guitar or accordion) helped in
this respect. ‘
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The singular folk norms of the kisdllilaulu tradition soon came into
conflict with the artistic musical activities of the workers’ movement and
led to a need to develop the tradition in the style of bel canto, sung in parts.
For most of the groups this was, however, an impossible requirement. The
new style was too removed from the musical thinking of folk culture. With
a few exceptions, the vocal groups kept to the old style which at the same
time began to follow set patterns and repeat itself.

The rigidity of style is an integral part of the overall nature of music in
political organizations. The kisdllilaulu tradition was a typical example of
music that was controlled and directed from above by the leaders of the
central organizations. The aim was to create a form of music that could
express the mass strength of the workers’ movement and the collective
ideal. Individuality or uniqueness were not important to the tradition. Of
more importance was the requirement that the songs could be performed by
all groups. The uniform nature of the tradition was emphasized by
costumes, choreography and norms concerning the composition of the
groups (separate vocal groups for girls and boys) as well as a uniform
repertoire handed down from the central organizations.

At first the clear models and instructions facilitated the spread of this
style of singing among working-class youth. They offered a basis for
individual groups to develop their repertoire and style to a relative degree
of versatility. However, strict adherence to set patterns is usually antithetic
to artistic endeavour and by the late 1950s the kisdllilaulu song tradition
had clearly become too rigid in its forms and was dying out. It could not
find ways of spontaneous renewal. The songs were no longer written by the
groups themselves and the tradition was kept alive by the organizations
through effective organization, courses for performers and discipline. In
this situation the tradition could only expire.
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