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Abstract: In the late nineteenth-century Russian Empire, Ukrainian folk song was 

enlisted by both Ukrainian and Russian nation-building projects. This paper 

discusses various views on Ukrainian song in the Empire’s musical discourse, which, 

given the emphasis on folk song as a vehicle for national identity, depended greatly 

on their authors’ concept of nationality. Moreover, as Russian critics and composers 

were propagating the principle of “strict diatonicism” as a fundamental principle for 

Russian music, the fact that Ukrainian song was found to be more “chromatic” 

affected how historical actors judged its authenticity, distinctiveness, centrality, and 

significance. The concepts and practices of folklorists and composers can, therefore, 

help us understand the mental mappings of music and nationality within the Russian 

Empire. 
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Introduction 

 

This paper aims to understand how notions of national culture were understood and 

negotiated in the scholarly discourse about Ukrainian folk song in the late 

nineteenth-century Russian Empire.1 While the Ukrainian language was repeatedly 

subjected to repression and disdain in this period, Ukrainian song enjoyed notable 

popularity, receiving wide circulation in print as a musical commodity.2 

Concurrently, it attracted sustained attention from folklorists, composers, critics, and 

other intellectuals from various corners of the Empire. Due to the imperial power 

relations, which exhibited definite colonial traits, such interest did not necessarily 

imply any sympathy for a notion of Ukrainian national music. Therefore, I would 

                                                 

1 Many of the sources I discuss, especially those relating to Mykola Lysenko, are familiar to Ukrainian 

musicology, see e. g.: V. Dovzhenko, “Lysenko About the Characteristic Properties of Ukrainian Folk 

Music,” Radians'ka muzyka 1937, no. 4 (April): 29–33; Z. I. Vasylenko. M.V. Lysenko’s Folkloristic Work 

(Kyiv: Naukova dumka, 1972), 175–84; I. A. Ivanytsky, The Study of Ukrainian Musical Folklore 

(Methodology and Method) (Kyiv: Zapovit, 1997), 74–104; H. A. Skrypnyk et al., A History of Ukrainian 

Music in Six Volumes, 2nd ed., vol. 2, The Nineteenth Century (Kyiv: IMFE, 2009): 284–305, 721–8. 
2 Julia Mannherz, “Nationalism, Imperialism, and Cosmopolitanism in Russian Nineteenth-Century 

Provincial Amateur Music-Making,” Slavonic and East European Music Review 95, no. 2 (2017): 293–319. 
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like to situate the debates about Ukrainian folk songs in a broader imperial context in 

which more than one nation-building project sought to enlist them for its cause. 

Folk song, it hardly needs emphasizing, was important to both the Russian and 

Ukrainian national projects, and it is worth considering the conventional Herderian 

logic involved. Each nation, it was thought, has an authentic folk culture that 

represents the national spirit, and tapping into it for artistic composition will allow 

one to create distinctive, authentic national music. This paradigm was re-affirmed by 

practically every author and text I will discuss below. Its logic, however, seems to 

work unproblematically only when “cultures” and cultural communities are seen as 

coherent, distinct, and self-contained units, and the situation in the Russian Empire 

was undoubtedly more complicated than that. 

The notion of “Russia”, for one, operated on at least three levels in contemporary 

discourse: first, the multi-ethnic empire at large, which comprised all the territories 

and subjects of the Tsar; then there was Great Russia—that which we call “Russia” 

today—the nation that descended from Muscovy and was distinct from Little Russia, 

as Ukraine was then commonly called; and finally, we find invocations of an “All-

Russian” identity that united Great Russia, Little Russia, and Belarus—and was 

founded on the idea of common roots in ancient East-Slavic Rus’. The place of 

Ukraine in this scheme was far from evident: for instance, one could also distinguish 

between Great Russia and Little Russia as “Northern” and “Southern”, without 

taking Belarus into separate consideration; and the westernmost regions of modern 

Ukraine (Galicia, Bukovyna, Transcarpathia) were not part of the Russian Empire, 

but were ruled by the neighbouring Habsburgs. On top of this, one has to consider 

that some of the most vocal proponents of an All-Russian identity came from 

Ukraine, advocating the importance of the Dnipro region as “the true homeland of 

the East Slavs.”3 

For the Empire, the notion of an All-Russian unity was important for two reasons: 

first, medieval Kyiv was traditionally considered the origin of the Russian state, and 

its belonging to the Russian nation carried huge symbolic value; secondly, the All-

Russian concept provided the empire with a substantial national core at its centre, 

while the population of Great Russia alone would constitute a minority.4 This set the 

stakes and the subtext for the discussions below: what would be the implications if 

Little Russian folk culture was different from the Great Russian? Could it be a self-

contained whole, too, and might that compromise the coherence of an All-Russian 

nation? 

Given the sweeping generalizations frequently applied in these nineteenth-century 

writings, what I will be talking about is not folk song as such, but how various 

                                                 

3 See Faith Hillis, Children of Rus': Right-Bank Ukraine and the Invention of a Russian Nation (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2013), 13. 
4 Andreas Kappeler, Ungleiche Brüder: Russen und Ukrainer vom Mittelalter bis zur Gegenwart (Munich: 

Beck, 2017), 103. 
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commentators conceived it, and I will use their discussions on folk song as a prism 

for the way they conceived of the musical landscape, in what may be called a 

geography of identities. The notion of mental mapping, which guides my analysis 

below, is meant to convey not only the imagined nature of national identities but also 

that they were fundamentally subjective and interrelated.5 

 

Views from the Imperial Centre 

 

“Little Russian folk song” did, in fact, have a long tradition of being classified as a 

genre of its own, albeit as a subset of Russian song. Differences in style between 

Russian and Ukrainian songs were already referred to in the eighteenth-century 

Collection of Russian Folk Songs by Nikolai Lvov and Johann Gottfried Pratsch (here 

cited from the 1806 second edition): 

The characteristics of Little Russian songs, which can also be found in this 

collection, and their melody [napev] are completely distinct from the 

Russian. […] In many Little-Russian songs, there are musical pleasantries, 

there are certain rules in their structure, a degree of learning; but just as 

little character as in our newly composed melodic [i. e. major-mode] 

songs.6 

Little Russian music, Lvov argued, had “straightened out” some of its characteristic 

features, and could no longer produce as strong a sense of “belonging to a specific 

nation [narod]” as that of the Great Russians. These ideas – which framed Ukrainian 

folk song as more touched by modernity and therefore less characteristic than the 

Russian – continued to play a part in subsequent history, but with new perspectives 

applied to them. 

In 1867, the Russian polymath Vladimir Odoevsky also framed Ukrainian song as 

“affected much more, and for a long time already, by Western influence, by way of 

Poland.”7 Unlike in language or other domains of culture, the role of the Poles in 

these discussions of folk song was often just that: a conduit for inauthentic Western 

modernity. Odoevsky, however, also emphasized that most collectors of Ukrainian 

songs up to his day (such as Antoni Kocipiński) had been of Polish extraction and 

had not only interspersed these songs with Polish ones but had distorted them “in a 

                                                 

5 In using this term, I loosely rely on Serhiy Bilenky, Romantic Nationalism in Eastern Europe: Russian, 

Polish, and Ukrainian Political Imaginations (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), although my 

analysis will not pinpoint many specific geographical regions and has largely been restricted to 

Ukrainian and Russian perspectives. 
6 Nikolai Aleksandrovich Lvov, Preface (1806) from Nikolai Lvov's Collection of Russian Folk Songs, ed. 

Elena Vasileva and Viktor Lapin (St Petersburg: Vnov’, 2012), 206. 
7 V. F. Odoevsky, “Russian and So-Called Universal Music,” in Musical-Literary Legacy, ed. G. B. 

Bernandt (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1956), 327. 
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Polish manner [lad].”8 After the dismantling of the Polish state in the eighteenth-

century Partitions, many Poles continued to view Right Bank Ukraine as a historic 

national territory, and their involvement in ethnography there reflected this legacy.9 

For Odoevsky, however, Polish music alone proved that they were but interlopers: 

“the music called Polish, characterized by the ‘mazurka’ and the ‘polonaise’, is the 

music of a separate tribe, strangers (the szlachta?), it has nothing in common with 

Slavic folk music as if it has been violently imposed upon the people.” His response 

was a reflex all too common among nineteenth-century folklorists, namely, to try to 

undo history: “if you mentally remove all these additions and clear Western 

alterations […], then we will find that Great Russian and Little Russian songs came 

from a single beginning, formed according to some common first principle.”10 

These views were very much in line with those of the conservative Mikhail Pogodin, 

in whose newspaper Russkii Odoevsky’s article appeared, and with the broader 

sentiment after the Polish Revolution of 1863, when the unity of Great Russia and 

Little Russia had become a major political issue. Odoevsky also drew an explicit 

parallel to contemporary linguistic debates when arguing that the modal structure of 

Great Russian song “exists by itself, just as the Russian language is not a mixture of 

different languages, as for instance, in some dialect [narechie], but exists by itself, as a 

pure offspring of the Slavic tribe.”11 Russian music, in short, was held to be pure, like 

its language, whereas Ukrainian song was framed, implicitly but unmistakably, as a 

mere dialect, owing to its mixture with the foreign. 

 

Becoming Opposites 

 

In a pioneering study of Little Russian folk song, prompted by the performances of 

the blind minstrel or kobzar Ostap Veresai in 1873, Mykola Lysenko tried to unsettle 

these views. Presumably drawing on earlier authors who had highlighted contrasts 

in folk poetry and national character, such as Nikolai Tsertelev, Mykhailo 

Maksymovych, and Mykola Kostomarov, he put forward a highly systematized 

scheme for distinguishing Little Russian and Great Russian folk music.12 The former, 

he claimed, was characterized by the Ionian, Lydian, and Dorian modes, with 

chromatic embellishments; and the latter by the Frygian, Mixolydian, and Aeolian 

modes, with pure diatonicism. He likewise contrasted form, rhythm and 

                                                 

8 Ibid., 328. 
9 See Bilenky, Romantic Nationalism, 81–9. 
10 Odoyevsky, “Russian and So-Called Universal Music,” 328. 
11 Ibid., 327–8. 
12 For these earlier authors, see Prince [N. A.] Tsertelev, “About Folk Poetry (A Letter to 

Mr Maksymovych),” Vestnik Evropy 154, no. 12 (1827), 270–78: 276; M. Maksymovych, Little Russian 

Songs (Moscow: tip. Avgust Semen, 1827), xii–xix; M. Kostomarov, “Two Russian Nationalities,” 

Osnova 1, no. 3 (1861) 33–80: esp. 64–5. 
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ornamentation, and related these musical characteristics to national characters: the 

“harsh and strict will of the Great Russian” versus the “peaceable” and “spirited” 

nature of the Little Russian.13  

“Without doubt”, Lysenko argued, “the Little Russian folk melodies, going back to 

deep antiquity, have at their basis, just like the Great Russian ones, the ancient-

church or Greek modes” (the reference to modes as “Greek” was common in this 

context, lending folk music additional respectability).14 In time, however, Little 

Russian song had “introduced into it more of the lyrical and passionate element”; it 

“continuously tended towards the minor scale and admitted chromaticism, it 

Europeanized, so to say, but without losing its epic-characteristic beauties.”15 

And so he came to an interesting conclusion: 

Little Russian melody, coming from the same source as the Great Russian 

in its earliest development, as the outcome of historic combinations and 

the influence of the very spirit of the folk, went a different path and 

received many original characteristics, which detached it from the Great 

Russian sometimes even to the point of becoming opposites, so that our 

Little Russian melody stands in some respects incomparably closer to the 

Serbian [...] than to the Great Russian.16 

Notably, in his description, the Ukrainians had not undergone this transformation 

passively, but as an expression of their own folk spirit and by applying chromaticism 

consciously to “add sorrows” (dodaty zhaloshchiv), in the expression of the kobzar 

Veresai. This distinction between Russian and Ukrainian song, moreover, also 

carried a prescriptive aspect: 

Since the laws of the construction of Southern melody are distinct from 

those of the North, its harmonization, too, ought to be different [...]. Little-

Russian melody goes beyond the limits of the Northern diatonicism, and 

therefore in its harmonization should follow completely other laws.17 

Such ideas were controversial, even if the politicized status of Ukrainian culture 

reared its head more often in the case of language than with music. In the same year 

of 1874, Lysenko’s librettist and brother-in-law, Mykhailo Starytsky, endured fierce 

                                                 

13 M. V. Lysenko, “A Characterization of the Musical Features of the Little Russian Dumas and Songs 

Performed by the Kobzar Veresai,” Zapiski Iugo-zapadnogo Otdela imperatorskikh russkogo 

geograficheskogo obshchestva 1 (1874): 363. 
14 Ibid., 359; on the link to Greece, see Marina Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism: from 

Glinka to Stalin (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 108, 245–9. 
15 Lysenko, “A Characterization,” 360. 
16 Ibid., 363. On the Serbian link Lysenko elaborated: “Of all Slavic folk songs, in spirit, in conception 

of its melodic contour, and most importantly in its musical declamation, Serbian folk song is the 

closest to Ukrainian song. The melodies recorded by A. A. Rusov and myself, mostly with a historical 

text, on our travels this summer through the Slavic lands [July 1873], in Belgrade and Irig (in Srem), 

are very close to the type of our historical dumas, chumak songs and even wedding songs” (353). 
17 Ibid., 364. 
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attacks in the conservative newspaper Kievlianin for his use of the Ukrainian 

vernacular.18 Lysenko himself also got caught up in polemics after an 1875 article in 

Russkii vestnik, which referenced Lysenko’s folk song analysis, tarred all 

Ukrainophiles with the same brush, accusing them of pursuing “spiritual 

detachment” from the Great Russians, and subsequently denounced them as nothing 

less than “enemies of the entire Russian people.”19 Such resistance to Ukrainophile 

activity would soon lead to the notorious Ems Edict, the broad prohibition of the 

public use of the Ukrainian language in 1876. The Edict also included a clause about 

musical scores and performances, which one of his contemporaries thought was 

included explicitly with Lysenko in mind.20 

 

The All-Russian Treasure-Trove 

 

Lysenko concluded his essay with the politically correct statement, eagerly quoted in 

Soviet scholarship, that “the exchange of the spiritual riches of the Russian people in 

the North and the South is one of the preconditions for our undoubtedly great 

musical future”. It is essential to read this line in context, for he was not suddenly 

enthusing about All-Russian unity but making an appeal, protesting that the 

Northerners “completely ignored South Russian melody” and that some were even 

“subjectively and doctrinairely erasing its particularities.”21 

Central to understanding these complaints was the work of Lysenko’s fellow folk-

song collector and compatriot Aleksandr (or Oleksandr) Rubets, a native of the 

Kharkiv area and professor at the St Petersburg Conservatory. Rubets’s folk-song 

collections were enthusiastically mined by Russian composers such as Tchaikovsky, 

Musorgsky, and Rimsky-Korsakov for their compositions on Ukrainian subject 

matter. Such works were commonly framed as contributions to a national 

(All-)Russian tradition, but it could prove difficult to realize this with the same 

authority as for Great Russian subjects, as they lacked sufficient first-hand 

knowledge of the area.22 When Rimsky-Korsakov started writing his second 

Ukrainian-themed Gogol opera Christmas Eve (1895), he tried to fend off criticism of 

his first one, May Night (1880), by disqualifying Ukrainian detractors as “Little 

Russian gentlemen, used only to romance-style songs of theirs such as ‘Viiut vitry’,” 

and relying on the authenticity of the melodies published by Rubets, “who has in fact 

                                                 

18 See “An Involuntary Explanation,” Kievlianin, 9.2.1874, 1–2. 
19 Z., “Contemporary Ukrainophilism,” Russkii vestnik 115, no. 2 (1875): 821, 843. 
20 O. F. Kistiakivsky, Diary (1874-1879), ed. V. S. Shandra et al. (Kyiv: Naukova dumka, 1994–5), 1:177. 
21 Lysenko, “A Characterization,” 364, 365. 
22 Rutger Helmers, “Mixed Messages: Nation and Empire in Tchaikovsky’s Works,” in Čajkovskij-

Analysen: Neue Strategien, Methoden und Perspectiven, ed. Lucinde Braun et al. (Mainz: Schott, 2022), 

337–9. 
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done much more for the music of the Little Russians than is commonly thought and, 

in any case, more than the so renowned Lysenko.”23 

Rimsky-Korsakov’s preference for Rubets seems to amount to more than just loyalty 

to his conservatory colleague, given the different values Lysenko and Rubets 

represented, especially with regard to the issues of diatonicism and harmony. While 

Lysenko embraced chromaticism as a distinctive feature of Ukrainian song, Rubets 

took to heart the criteria Odoevsky had insisted on in the 1860s: pure diatonicism, 

avoiding any leading tones or seventh chords.24 In his first collection of twenty 

harmonized folk songs (1870), Rubets saw fit to employ sharps only twice, which 

was considered rather “puritanical” even by his Russian reviewers.25 In comparing 

Rubets’s folk-song collections with those of Lysenko in the early 70s, the 

St Petersburg critics César Cui and Herman Laroche – even though they in no sense 

belonged to the same camp – held strikingly similar views. In judging the Ukrainian 

collections, they primarily tested them for deviations from the proper application of 

the diatonic modes, as they understood them, and held up Mily Balakirev’s collection 

of Great Russian songs (1866) as the standard to aspire to. And though Balakirev’s 

settings were judged to be superior in taste, Rubets’s scrupulous adherence to the 

critics’ own principles clearly made his collections preferable to Lysenko’s.26 

The issue of diatonicism goes to the very core of the claims to authenticity made by 

the Moguchaia kuchka or Mighty Handful and had become nothing less than an article 

of faith in Russian nationalism. Witness this statement by Cui, referring to a set of 

Ukrainian songs as recorded and harmonized by the Russian composer Aleksandr 

Serov in the 1860s: 

The absence of accidental sharps and flats [...] is characteristic for the 

structure of folk songs in minor, since they were created in the ancient 

church modes and accidental signs were introduced only in the modern, 

corrupted, artificial minor scale. In all the mentioned songs we often find 

the major seventh, giving it not only a modern but also a completely 

banal, ordinary character. I won’t argue, perhaps the collector of the songs 

heard them performed just that way, but he should have known that, 

passing from lips to lips, they can easily be subject to distortion, and his 

                                                 

23 V. V. Iastrebtsev, Nikolai Andreevich Rimskiy-Korsakov: Reminiscences, ed. A. V. Ossovsky (Leningrad: 

Gosudarstvennoe muzykal’noe izdatel’stvo, 1959–60), 1:168 (11 April 1894); translation adapted from 

V. V. Yastrebtsev, Reminiscences of Rimsky-Korsakov, trans. Florence Jonas (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1985), 70. 
24 Odoyevsky, “An Ancient Song” (1863) and “A Letter from Pr. V. F. Odoevsky to the Editor About 

Native Great Russian Music” (1863), in Musical-Literary Legacy, 253–4, 282–5. Remarkably, Rubets 

stopped caring in the 1880s, when the harmonizations he published were suddenly full of leading 

tones and seventh chords. 
25 * * * [César Cui], “Musical Remarks,” Sanktpeterburgskie vedomosti, 12.11.1870, 1. 
26 Ibid., 1; “Musical Remarks,” Sanktpeterburgskie vedomosti, 22.9.1871, 2; “Musical Remarks,” Sankt-

peterburgskie vedomosti, 25.10.1872, 1; G. A. Laroche, “Two Collections of Little Russian Songs,” Golos, 

12.9.1873, 1–2. 
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task was to reveal this distortion, to correct and to restore the song to its 

appropriate form.27 

Marina Frolova-Walker, who has unravelled many of the Kuchka’s myths, has 

identified several examples of this ethnographically dubious practice, such as a 

Belarusian song recorded by Musorgsky, with a clear leading tone at the end (f♯-g), 

which eventually ended up in Rimsky-Korsakov’s collection of folk songs with the 

leading tone replaced by the sixth (e).28 The Kuchka’s practice of harmonization was 

even less concerned with empirical reality: touted as the state of the art in terms of 

authenticity, as Frolova-Walker has argued, it was founded more on personal taste 

and difference from Western European art music than on any actual study of folk 

song.29 

Lysenko, incidentally, fully bought into this narrative where it concerned Russian 

music, praising them for discovering the “laws” that governed Great Russian folk 

song.30 But he could not reconcile himself with Rubets’s approach, which he 

characterized as “petrified diatonicism”, arguing that Rubets treated Ukrainian song 

as if it were “identical to the Russian”, which, he felt, turned it into “something alien, 

forced, unnatural.”31 

Ultimately, then, these were the stakes: if there was such a thing as a Russian school 

of music that drew its authenticity from folk song, was it an All-Russian school or 

merely a Great Russian school? This was not, it should be emphasized, a plain 

opposition of Russians and Ukrainians, as the example of Rubets makes clear, but 

rather a clash of competing national conceptions and nationalisms. 

There is a striking utilitarian element to the role ascribed to Ukrainian songs in 

imperial discourse, with collections of folk song explicitly interpreted as a form of 

cultural capital – exemplified by the trope of folk music as a “treasure trove” – which 

often implied: raw material for composition. And various sources make it quite clear 

that the entity to benefit from the collection of folklore was an All-Russian nation, not 

just the Ukrainians.32 

                                                 

27 [Cui], “Musical Remarks,” 25.10.1872, 1. It is worth noting that these “distorted” settings by Serov 

were included in the third instalment of Rubets’s “puritanical” Collection of Ukrainian Folk Songs (1872), 

and that the later Collection of 100 Ukrainian Folk Songs (Moscow: Jurgenson, [1889]) dropped all 

scruples and included settings full of leading tones, chromatic passing notes and seventh chords. 
28 Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 172–3, also 204. 
29 Ibid., esp. 163–72. 
30 Lysenko, “A Characterization,” 364. When corresponding with a young colleague in Galicia, he 

heartily recommended the folk-song treatments of his Russian colleagues; letter to Filaret Kolessa, 22 

April 1896, Lysenko, Letters, edited by R. N. Skorulska (Kyiv: Muzychna Ukraïna, 2004), 255, 257. 
31 Letter to Kolessa, 17 May 1896; Letters, 262. 
32 For instance: “a supplement to the mighty chord of Russian life” (M., “M. V. Lysenko as Performer 

and Composer,” Kievlianin, 25.4.1872, 1); “extremely important contributions to the treasure trove of 

Russian music” (Laroche, “Two Collections,” 2); “for these efforts to be a genuine contribution to the 

all-Russian treasure trove [...]” (Z., “Contemporary Ukrainophilism,” 838, see also 822). 
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As his remark about Serbian music suggests, one of Lysenko’s strategies for resisting 

the absorption of Ukrainian song into Russian music, was to situate Ukrainian music 

in the wider field of Slavic music, a Slavic concord of nations. Consequently, when he 

employed the metaphor of the treasure-trove, he referred not to a cultural treasury of 

the Russian Empire, but to that of “Slavic folk music” at large.33 Thus he sought to 

open up a more decentred space, in which the place of Ukrainian music would be 

less defined by its relation to its dominant Northern neighbour. 

 

Back Into the Fold 

 

Lysenko’s 1874 essay, to be sure, was far from the final word on the subject. In 1888, 

the most ambitious study on the topic to date appeared, with the telling title Russian 

Folk Song: Great Russian and Little Russian, written by the recently deceased Petr 

(Petro) Sokalsky. As a critic, composer and folklorist of a slightly older generation, 

born in Kharkiv and spending most of his working life in Odesa, Sokalsky had been 

an active promotor of Ukrainian song.34 Contrary to Lysenko, however, Sokalsky 

held that there was no “clear boundary between the music of the North and the 

South of Russia” to be found based on their use of modes. He argued (and this is 

what he himself identified as his “main point”) that the commonalities between the 

two repertoires “doubtlessly point towards a single root of the two styles of folk 

music: the Northern and the Southern.”35 

With Sokalsky, our mental map returns to the one preferred by officialdom, of Russia 

and Ukraine as two sides of a single coin. But he had one interesting twist: he argued 

that the chromaticism found in Ukrainian music differed fundamentally from that of 

the Western leading tone at the seventh and stemmed from Asian rather than 

European traditions.36 With this move, Sokalsky countered the suggestion that had 

been hanging over Ukrainian folk songs all along: that Ukrainian folk song was a 

diluted form of Russian music, due to Western or – God forbid – Polish influence. 

His interpretation sought to distance Ukrainian music from the Western tonal 

                                                 

33 “So we, Rus’-Ukraine, what will we offer to the treasury of Slavic folk music?” Letter to Kolessa, 24 

September 1898; Letters, 280. 
34 Sokalsky proves to be a complicated figure for posterity: viewed as a foundational figure for 

Ukrainian ethnomusicology, his frequent references to himself and Ukrainian musical life as 

“Russian” sit uncomfortably in post-independence scholarship. For various examples and 

interpretations of Sokalsky’s commitment to both Ukrainian specificity and All-Russian unity, see 

T. Karysheva, Petro Sokalsky: Life and Works, 2nd ed. (Kyiv: Muzychna Ukraïna, 1978), esp. 42–75, 108–9, 

137; Ivanytsky, The Study of Ukrainian Musical Folklore, 102–4; Skrypnyk, A History of Ukrainian Music, 

726–8; Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 247. 
35 P. P. Sokalsky, Russian Folk Music, Great Russian and Little Russian, In Its Melodic and Rhythmic 

Structure and Its Difference From the Principles of Contemporary Harmonic Music (Kharkiv: tip. A. Dappe, 

1888; repr. Moscow: URSS, 2016), 184, 191. 
36 Ibid., 156, 174–8. See also Frolova-Walker, Russian Music and Nationalism, 247–8. 
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system, the very distance by which one tended to measure the authenticity of folk 

music, and hence make it a more equal counterpart. 

Thus, in spite of the fundamentally different national politics underpinning their 

ventures, Lysenko and Sokalsky were still allies regarding the promotion and study 

of Ukrainian song, and they had valued and supported each other’s efforts on an 

agree-to-disagree basis.37 Even if we are not persuaded by Lysenko or Sokalsky’s 

theorizing, which, like that of their Russian contemporaries, does not always hold up 

to twenty-first-century scholarly scrutiny, it can be shocking to see how casually the 

Ukrainian appeals for respect could be brushed aside by commentators from the 

imperial centre. Consider what the prominent Russian critic Mikhail Ivanov wrote 

about Ukrainian music for the conservative St Petersburg daily Novoe vremia in 1904: 

Perhaps its “distinctness” from general Russian music is not at all so large; 

perhaps it doesn’t exist at all. In any case, when fifteen years or more ago I 

read Lysenko’s lecture [...],38 I confess I did not notice any particularities of 

Little Russian music compared to the Great Russian and could not 

understand the delight of the former. […] It seemed to me – with few 

exceptions – a podgolosok [a secondary voice in folk polyphony] of either 

general-Russian song, or even of the Polish. I don’t know how to regard 

the Little-Russian speech, whether it is a dialect or an independent 

language, but it has always struck me that the most outstanding Ukrainian 

writers wrote in Russian, which made us love warmly the place of their 

origin like all the rest of our fatherland [otechestvo]. I don’t know whether 

there is anything to be gained from the detachment the Ukrainians are 

advocating; I don’t know whether among their kin in Galicia there is but a 

single outstanding writer; I don’t know whether we can speak of any 

special Little Russian art in general.39 

Didn’t know, didn’t want to know, or didn’t care to know? While suggesting a form 

of innocent unfamiliarity with the matter, this kind of writing was an obvious slap in 

the face of the Ukrainian national movement. And to be sure, if it concerned Russian 

music, Ivanov knew the benefits of “detachment” perfectly well: when reporting on 

Sokalsky’s treatise, for instance (paying scarce attention to the Little Russian parts of 

its argument), he heartily welcomed the dismissal of the notion that Russian folk 

music somehow descended from the Ancient Greeks, arguing that, no matter how 

flattering the association, it would be “much better to be wholly original and 

independent.”40 

                                                 

37 See e.g. Lysenko, Letters, 162, 262. 
38 The reference is to Lysenko’s “Characterization,” which Ivanov apparently read long after its initial 

publication in 1874; the timing suggests he may have looked into it only after getting acquainted with 

Sokalsky’s work, for which he wrote a pre-publication review: M. Ivanov, “Russian Folk Song 

According to New Research,” Novoe vremia, 23.3 and 30.3.1887. 
39 M. M. Ivanov, “The Ukrainian composer Nikolai Vitalevich Lysenko,” Novoe vremia, 28.6.1904, 3. 
40 Ivanov, “Russian Folk Song According to New Research,” 23.3.1887, 2. 



Helmers, “Closer to the Serbian”? 

 18 

 

The examples above exemplify what I have referred to as “mental mappings,” the 

ways in which Ukraine was situated in the wider world (as a Polish patrimony under 

Russian rule, as essentially Russian but influenced by the West, as an equal member 

among Slavic nations, and so forth). Such mappings were ideological rather than 

scholarly in nature, and, as such, could be invoked or dismissed without much 

justification. Still, as I hope this brief survey has shown, they permeated the 

discourse about folk music, shaping fundamental ideas about style and authenticity, 

and did so in an exchange between adherents of competing nationalist visions. 

Hence, the interpretation of folk song was thoroughly intertwined with 

contemporary imperial politics, which makes the latter essential to a better 

understanding of the period’s musical life, and vice versa, the world of Ukrainian 

folk song a valuable lens into the politics of nation and empire. 
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