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“What We Can Do.”

New Year’s Pioneer Revue at
Prague Castle and the New
Image of Socialist Childhood

Jiri Kn ap ik? Abstract This study examines a pioneer re-
vue, which was broadcast live from Prague
Castle by Czechoslovak Television on 1st Janu-
ary 1965. By reconstructing the programme,
the study aims to shed light on the circum-
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historical research methods, the study com-
bines media research and the cultural-political elements of the children’s movement
within the socialist state. It investigates contemporary attitudes towards some of the

values associated with childhood and the image of the ideal pioneer (e.g. children’s

public service activities, engagement, physical fitness, and relationship with author-
ity), linking them to efforts to reform the pioneer movement in the second half of the

1960s.

Keywords  childhood, pioneers, celebrations, propaganda, Pioneer Organization
of the Czechoslovak Youth Union (PO CSM), television, pioneer revue, variety show,
Antonin Novotny

Six decades ago, a specific programme was a staple of Czechoslovak
Television’s New Year’s programme — a live broadcast of the Pioneer
Revue from the Spanish Hall at Prague Castle, airing right after the Pres-
ident’s New Year’s speech. In the second half of the 1960s, this two-
hour cultural show featured children’s groups, hundreds of pioneers
and top communist officials, highlighting the importance the Commu-
nist Party of Czechoslovakia (KSC) placed on the Pioneer Organization
of the Czechoslovak Youth Union (PO CSM), and not only that. At that
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time, as membership in the pioneer organization reached historic highs
with nearly every schoolchild being a pioneer or a spark, affiliation to
the PO CSM lost its exclusivity, and being a pioneer became synony-
mous with “socialist childhood”." This fundamental shift towards a dual
understanding of childhood inconspicuously elevated the New Year’s
programme of “pioneers for pioneers”, which was purposefully broad-
cast on television from 1965, into a highly political event.

The main programme at Prague Castle during that era included
a pioneer revue called “What We Can Do” (Co my dokdZem). This show
served as a dramaturgical synthesis of the media portrayal of socialist
childhood, incorporating all established symbols and reflecting some
of the current priorities of the pioneer movement. The programme’s
exclusive airtime invites exploration into the circumstances surround-
ing the creation of the pioneer revue. The present study aims not only
to reconstruct the revue’s form but also to provide insight into why this
specific dramaturgical form was adopted by comparing the few surviv-
ing scripts from the New Year’s celebrations at Prague Castle. By under-
standing the creators’ intentions, we can situate this forgotten pioneer
cultural programme within a broader context of the mediatization and
political instrumentalization of childhood. Additionally, we can place
itin the context of celebrations and propaganda templates in general.
These practices have historically served to legitimize the power of vari-
ous totalitarian regimes, which have become highly skilled at utilizing
mass media for this purpose (cf. e.g. Taylor, 1998, Reichel, 1991, on the
instrumentalization of May Day celebrations, see Somogyvdri, 2022).

The relationship between children and the media is a significant
aspect of historical research on the young generation, although it has
not been extensively studied in the context of television. In the Soviet
bloc countries, initial discussions in the early 1950s emphasised that

1 Onthedevelopment of the pioneer movementin Czechoslovakia, including a sum-
mary of research to date, see Knapik et al., 2022. The more general topic of child-
hood in socialist Czechoslovakia has been addressed by the same research team
in Knapik & Franc et al., 2018. On the concept of socialist childhood in a broader
context, see e.g. Andresen, 2006, Bithler-Niederberger, 2020.
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television, as a new and attractive medium, should not distract chil-
dren from their school duties. However, the desire to educate children
through television quickly took precedence, establishing the founda-
tions of programmes designed exclusively for children (Kelly, 2007,
pp- 482—483). In the Czechoslovak Television, broadcasting for school
and preschool children was set in the first half of the 1960s. The pro-
grammes tried to balance leisure, aesthetic appeal and educational
purposes, often incorporating propaganda content. The need for attrac-
tive programmes resulted in a variety of children’s shows and cabarets,
sometimes in collaboration with East German or Polish productions. By
1966, viewers could compare them with the French variety show broad-
cast as part of Eurovision (Jirdk & Képplovd, pp. 121-131; for a more
detailed discussion of the subject, see M. Stoll in Knapik & Franc et al.,
2018, pp. 199-228). Throughout the 1960s, there was a particular focus
on “engage” pioneer themes and the pioneer viewer, highlighted by
the magazine “Vlastovka”, which was broadcast from 1958 (on pioneer
broadcasting, see M. Stoll in Knapik et al., 2022, pp. 363-405). In con-
trast, as historian Paula S. Fass’s methodological encyclopaedia points
out, the Western world in the 1950s debated whether children could
become actors in television programmes (Fass, 2004, pp. 814-815).
In the Soviet bloc countries, this issue was essentially irrelevant.
Children were not only subjected to the propaganda interests of
communist or generally undemocratic regimes. The first half of the
20th century demonstrated that modern propaganda viewed children
as crucial tools for influencing society, such as to support the war effort
during both world conflicts (Collins, 2023). The propagation of an ideal
image of the child and childhood, often based on cultural stereotypes
of a particular country, became a permanent feature of media cover-
age. The proliferation of television in the 1950s and 1960s only rein-
forced this trend. In the Soviet bloc countries, the image of childhood
can be viewed as part of efforts to formulate a new socialist individual
(cf. Neasovd, 2018). This image changed over time, though. Historians
have noted that during the first two decades of the Cold War, the por-
trayal of children in the West and the East exhibited more similarities
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than differences (Peacock, 2014, p. 119). Consequently, similar values
were often associated with the image of childhood in both contexts.

New Year’s Meeting of Pioneers at Prague Castle

The tradition of New Year’s meetings of pioneers at Prague Castle
became closely associated with Antonin Novotny when he assumed
the presidency of the Czechoslovak Republic in November 1957. This
tradition also signified a new approach of the Czechoslovak Commu-
nist leadership towards children at the end of the 1950s. In the late
1940s and early 1950s, children’s engagement was prominently fea-
tured as part of building the pioneer movement. However, communist
leaders at the time used the pioneers primarily as a backdrop for party
congresses and various other official events. This approach lacked a per-
sonal dimension and was limited to reminding children of the duties
that the regime expected them to perform. Personal contact with chil-
dren was first established by President Antonin Zépotocky (1953-1957),
but significant systemic change occurred only under his successor,
Novotny. While party officials continued to use pioneers as mere back-
drops atimportant public events, Novotny reversed the roles: high-rank-
ing party and state officials started to attend new mass events to engage
with the pioneers. This shift demonstrated interest in the children’s
world, granting them a certain sense of distinctiveness. By the late
1950s, these children represented a truly “socialist generation” —they
had never experienced any other system than the one established in
Czechoslovakia after the communist regime assumed power in Febru-
ary 1948. Additionally, the regime aimed to positively influence soci-
ety as a whole, with a special focus on parents (Knapik & Franc et al.,
2018, pp. 80-83).

On 1st January, starting in 1958, pioneers from all over the coun-
try gathered in the representative premises of Prague Castle. Much like
the “meetings of the pioneers with the representatives of the party and
the government” held at the end of the school year, this event brought
together the best pioneers, pupils of the 6th to 8th grades of primary
schools, from all regions of the country. Initially, about a thousand
pioneers attended each year, though this number was later reduced to
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between six and eight hundred. Selection criteria included good school
grades (not necessarily excellent) and exemplary pioneering engage-
ment, particularly community service. The press occasionally wrote
about some of the selected children in this context.” Over the course of
eleven years, nine thousand children participated in the event. Prepara-
tions for the New Year’s festivities at Prague Castle always started in
the autumn and were coordinated by all branches of the Czechoslovak
Youth Union (CSM) in cooperation with the Office of the President
of the Republic and the Central Committee of the Communist Party
of Czechoslovakia. The festive afternoon, attended by top party and
state officials, followed a fixed programme. The main highlight was
always a varied entertainment programme in the Spanish Hall, provided
by the cultural groups of the pioneers. Additional activities were offered
in other halls of Prague Castle, where children engaged in discussions
with interesting guests and met their favourite actors or singers (the
fixed structure of the pioneer afternoon was comparable to the stereo-
typical choreography of May Day celebrations; Somogyvaér, 2022). Such
an event did not have a tradition in Czechoslovakia, nor could it find
inspiration in other Soviet bloc countries. For example, the Moscow
Kremlin hosted an annual lavish social evening with politicians, dip-
lomats and long-standing workers, while Soviet television aired a New
Year’s Eve extravaganza featuring the country’s leading artists.’ Soviet
children were entertained at the New Year’s Yolka (Kelly, 2007, p. 552).
Although the format of the Czechoslovak “New Year’s meetings”
of pioneers with leading figures of the Communist Party and state
was largely innovative, it developed a new presentation of the image
of childhood common to other Soviet bloc countries against the back-
drop of changes in the post-Stalin Soviet Union. Similarly to the first
half of the 1950s, children were primarily depicted in the media as

2 E.g. thereport about the best boy of the pioneer group in Sulkov, Pilsen region. —
(hk): vagek pojede na Hrad... Pravda. Vol. 43, 29 December 1962, No. 308, p. 2; Pi-
onyfijedou na Hrad. Rovnost. Vol. 81, 31 December 1966, No. 314, p. 1.

3  -ZH-: Novoro¢ni svétek v Kremlu. Rudé prdvo. Vol. 44, 2 January 1964, No. 2, p. 3;
Czechoslovak Radio and Television. Vol. 31,1964, No. 45, p. 1.
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symbols of peace and the peace efforts of the progressive countries.
However, they were no longer portrayed as passive victims of poten-
tial aggression from behind the Iron Curtain. Rather, they were presen-
ted as active co-creators of a “new world”. The previous image of chil-
dren gratefully looking up to Stalin or other leaders was replaced by the
depiction of a children’s collective, with the party leader being present
but not central. This shift emphasized the ideal of children’s independ-
ence and active participation, moving away from mindless imitation
of adult activities. This new perspective was explicitly articulated by
N. S. Khrushchev in his 1962 speech (Peacock, 2014, pp. 94-98).

The dramaturgy of the New Year’s pioneer event was based not
only on the aforementioned concept of childhood but also on the
presentation of adults, particularly political leaders. The event was
attended by Antonin Novotny, the President of the Republic who
was also the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of the Czechoslovak Republic, along with members and
candidates of the Presidium of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of the Czechoslovak Republic, secretaries of the Central
Committee of the Czechoslovak Communist Party, heads of the First
and Second Departments of the Central Committee of the Commu-
nist Party of the Czechoslovak Republic, the Minister of Education,
the President and Deputy President of the National Assembly, chair-
men of the National Front parties, the Chairman of the Central Coun-
cil of Trade Unions, the heads of the Czechoslovak Union of Physical
Education, the Union for Cooperation with the Army, the CSM and the
secretaries of the Central Committee of the CSM.” These dignitaries
all arrived at Prague Castle before 2 p.m., having likely adapted their
private New Year’s Eve celebrations to accommodate this event. At pre-
cisely 2 p.m., the President and his wife, accompanied by the pioneers,
entered the Spanish Hall to the sound of festive music. The harmony
between the official representatives and the pioneers was underscored

4 E.g. The Central Committee of the Czechoslovak Youth Union Fund (UV CSM),
card 1444. National Archives (NA); Sign. Z 1d 3. Archives of the Office of the Pres-
ident of the Republic (hereinafter A KPR).
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by subtle reminders of significant political anniversaries of the coming
year incorporated into the main programme; for example, in 1964, it
was the 15th anniversary of the Pioneer Organization, followed by the
20th anniversary of Liberation and the 3rd National Spartakiad (1965),
and the 13th Congress of the Communist Party (1966). State representa-
tives engaged in informal discussions with children in various halls
of Prague Castle. The event concluded at around 6 p.m. with a pio-
neer party that featured dancing and the pioneers thanking the Pres-
ident for the invitation. The pioneers were consistently referred to
as “the President’s guests”, and press photos frequently showed the
President surrounded by pioneers, who were often officials of the pio-
neer group. Until 1965, when the event began to be televised, the press
always reported that the children would eagerly share their impres-
sions of Prague Castle and their meeting with the President with other
children upon returning home. The narrative that Prague Castle also
belonged to children was further reinforced by the establishment of the
House of Czechoslovak Children in the burgrave’s house at the castle
(1963) (see Rollovd, 2019, pp. 202-226). Simultaneously, similar New
Year’s meetings of pioneers were organized in Bratislava. The format
was replicated also in Brno, where in 1966, a New Year’s meeting was
held with the best pioneers from local schools and the artistic director
of the Moscow House of Culture.’

The presence of the pioneers at Prague Castle at New Year’s time
conveyed a clear message to the public. It not only demonstrated the
interest of the highest political leadership in the children’s generation
but also provided an opportunity to highlight important attributes
of socialist childhood. In the early years, this was achieved through
political propaganda (including the final shout-out to the Commu-
nist Party), contrasting childhood experiences during the “bourgeois
republic” with the bright prospects of contemporary children. In 1958
and 1961, the theatre club sketches inspired by the activities of the

5  Nové formy vyuky ruského jazyka. Rovnost. Vol. 80, 19 October 1965, No. 250, p. 4.
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pre-war Red Pioneers illustrated this contrast.® “Joyful childhood” was
naturally associated with the pioneer movement and its symbols (red
scarves, the opening pioneer fanfare). The pioneers showcased their
public service achievements in the programme, including reports about
the collection of scrap metal and the number of trees planted. In 1960,
amodel of a blast furnace was featured in the programme to commem-
orate the so-called pioneer smelting. In 1962, President Novotny closed
the meeting by reiterating the vision that today’s children would live
in a communist society.” By the mid-1960s, the straightforward polit-
ical agitation had noticeably receded, but the theme of children’s acti-
ve participation in a happy future remained prominent. This future
was often associated with space explorations, symbolized by star-
ships, satellites, cosmonauts and journeys to distant stars. In 1959,
Grandfather Frost came to the pioneers on an “interplanetary plane”.®
Emphasizing children’s physical fitness and the importance of educa-
tion were also enduring themes. The President of the Republic always
reserved a speech for this purpose at the end of the festivities. Despite
his efforts to connect with the children, President Novotny sometimes
struggled to find the right words. In January 1961, he tried to engage
with the children by “exercising with them in a disciplined manner”
(along with the Minister of the Interior Rudolf Bardk and the Chairman
of the CSM Vratislav Krutina). However, he ended the meeting with
an encouraging but somewhat misplaced statement: “So children, on
the threshold of the third five-year period, together with the workers,
take a firm, bold step into the new learning!”®

Until 1961, the dramaturgy of the main programme was to present
a simple, albeit festive pioneer variety show, featuring a mix of collective

6 The scenein 1961 culminated in a “brutal police intervention against proletarian
children.” Rudé prdvo. Vol. 38, 2 January 1958, No. 2, pp. 1-2; Rudé prdvo. Vol. 41,
2 January 1961, No. 2, p. 1; MICHALKOVA, V. Pisni¢ko, zpivej, hudbo hrej — nagim
détem! Rudé prdvo. Vol. 41, 2 January 1961, No. 2, p. 2.
MASIN, J. Pokolen{ v ndstupu. Rudé prdvo. Vol. 42, 2 January 1962, No. 1, p. 2.
Radostné odpoledne pionyra. Rudé prdvo. Vol. 39, 3 January 1959, No. 2, pp. 1-2.

9  MICHALKOVA, V. Pisnic¢ko, zpivej, hudbo, hrej — nagim détem! Rudé prdvo. Vol. 41,
2 January 1961, No. 2, p. 2.
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games, sports performances, children’s dances and songs. The simpli-
city was partly due to the participation of up to two hundred pioneers

of all ages, including sparks (a precursor to membership in the Pioneer

Organization for children aged 6 to 9) and preschoolers who performed

in the Spanish Hall. While this approach effectively showcased the

concept of “socialist childhood”, it also limited the potential for more

complex performances. In the following years, this approach began to

change significantly, as evident from two dramaturgical innovations.
While in 1958, the cultural programme was presented by the pion-
eers themselves (with the help of the figure of V§echnovidilek [See-It-
All]),” in the subsequent years, an adult performer — initially more of
amentor —began to add dynamism to the variety show. In 1959, it was

the aforementioned Grandfather Frost to whom the pioneers repor-
ted their public successes. He, in turn, encouraged them to participate

in household chores. In 1962, the show featured a mime called “Pfitel”
(Friend), portrayed by the dancer Antonin Hodek or the popular Robot

Emil (played by Jit{ Sadek) and his “mechanic” Karel (Antonin Stra).
These characters marked a transition to figures more relatable to chil-
dren. In later years, this type of adult friend was further developed by
the actor and cartoonist Milo§ Nesvadba (1925-2020), who appeared

in several pioneer programmes.

The second significant change was the introduction of critical ele-
ments directed at the children’s collective. This approach was first
employed in the stage play “We Were Born for the Boldest Deeds” (My
zrodili se k nesmélej$im &intim) (1962)," which aimed to highlight
various children’s vices and shortcomings within pioneer life. The
sketches were authored by poet and leading pioneer official Oldfich
Krys$tofek (1922-1985). The dance sketch called “Slabikdf” (Spelling
Book) used rhymes to caricature the inhabitants of different fictional
places: “Darebnik” (Naughtyville), representing those who did not
observe the rules of proper behaviour; “Hledsebe” (Mirrorville), where

10  Rudé prdvo.Vol. 38, 2 January 1958, No. 2, pp. 1-2.
11 UV CSM, file 1438. NA.
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girls paid too much attention to their appearance; and “Hlupice” (Dumb-
ville), where the children failed to apply themselves at school. The cri-
ticism extended to “Poradov” (Counselville), where the pioneers ne-
glected their duties in favour of taking endless meetings and resolu-
tions, and “Z4dvazkov” (Dutyville) which abounded with promises and
empty words. Although the form of such criticism remained “child-
like”, it can be viewed as part of the efforts to mobilize the pioneer
movement at the time. By the mid-1960s, these efforts culminated in
attempts to reform the pioneer organization. This shift was reflected
in the transformation of critical tones into a more coherent pioneer
satire,"> which was incorporated into meetings of pioneers with party
and state officials. Additionally, this period saw the cultural variety
show evolve into a pioneer revue.

From Castle Variety Show to Television Pioneer Revue

In 1963-1964, the creators of New Year’s pioneer programmes began to

experiment with a pioneer satire. The main programme still retained

the character of a series of dance, singing and dramatic performances

aimed at children around the age 0f 10, also featuring performances by
younger schoolchildren. The script “To the Shores of Future” (K bfehdm

budouciho ¢asu) (1963) was again authored by Oldfich Krystofek. The

programme highlighted the playful and active pioneers while being crit-
ical of those who “do not yet resemble Gagarin”.” The show included

a playful song, short sketches and slogans that admonished those cir-
cumventing pioneer tasks, did poorly at school, and devoted their free

time to fashion and idleness." Another satirical song touched on the

12 The satirical sketch “The Waiter and the Guest” (Ci$nik a host) was performed
in January 1959, but it was not part of the main programme. It was staged in one
of the side halls by members of the National Theatre drama Milo$ Nesvadba and
Ljuba Skofepovd using a puppet.

13 UV CSM, file 1438. NA; ddle (haj): K bfehtim budouctho ¢asu. Rudé prdvo. Vol. 43,
2 January 1963, No. 2, p. 2.

14 The performers presented various “slogans”: “I'll be a pioneer of new technology.
Always the latest models... — Obstacles are for others to overcome. — I have gained
more badges /pioneer badges/ than anyone else. By trading them with others. —I'll
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current anti-religious campaign and problems in the supply industry.
In 1964, the main programme (conceived as a “living” pioneer newspa-
per) criticized superficiality and snobbery among the pioneers, along-
side other common childhood vices (selfishness, laziness, grumpiness)."

The potential of the pioneer programme was underscored by the

“meeting of pioneers with representatives of the state and the govern-
ment” in the summer of 1963, which was similar to the New Year’s
events at Prague Castle. Since 1958, President Novotny had been con-
vening these meetings at various locations around the country to
coincide with the end of the school year and the start of summer hol-
idays. The two-day meetings were attended by over two thousand pio-
neers and featured cultural and sports programmes. These events also
included discussions with the highest party and state officials (Knapik
& Franc et al., 2018, pp. 86—88). In early July 1963, the fourth such
meeting was held in Hlubokd nad VItavou, where the pioneer revue

“We Are Everywhere” (Jsme v§ude) was presented. The show, watched
by 1,500 children alongside President Novotny, was written by the
scriptwriter Jiff Bauer (1929-2009)." Actor Milo§ Nesvadba played an
important role in both the design and as the key adult guide.

The programme was notable for its length, running 75 minutes
without an intermission. Unlike earlier variety shows that consisted of
a sequence of dance, singing or sports numbers, this programme was
characterized by a simple yet coherent plot and elaborate dialogue. Pre-
viously, a very short sketch or a song with critical content constituted
only one of many numbers, butin this instance, multiple performances
were integrated into a unifying story."” The story centred around a sev-
en-member girl pioneer team (with roles played by members of the

take partin every sports competition. As a spectator. — I'll stay active right where
I am. On the couch, in front of the TV.”

15 Rudé prdvo. Vol. 44, 2 January 1964, No. 2, p. 1; Mlady svét. Vol. 6,1964, No. 2, p. 2;
Ceskoslovensky sport. Vol. 12, 2 January 1964, No. 1, p. 1.

16 J.Bauer co-wrote the screenplay for the short children’s film “Pétikoruna” (1960).
Available from: https://www.filmovyprehled.cz/cs/person/75887/jiri-bauer.
[cit. 2024-10-30].

17 UV CSM, file 1438. NA.
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drama club of the House of Pioneers and Youth in Gottwaldov, now
Zlin). From the opening dialogues, it was evident that the girls were
bored — they showed no interest in the Sunday match of the pioneer
teams taking place behind the fence. Originally, they were supposed
to go on a Sunday outing with their leader, who had missed the past
few meetings. As the story unfolds, it is revealed that the leader had
been neglecting the club because of her boyfriend.

The central character of the revue is V§udybud (Ubiquitous), a fig-
ure drawn by one of the girls on a (paper) fence. At one point, this
character comes to life and enters the scene. V§udybud, whose name
is inspired by a key work of the reformer and educator J. A. Comenius
(1592-1670), “The Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the Heart”,
is portrayed as the “younger brother” of the youth union member
Vudybyl (Everywhere)." Milo§ Nesvadba brought Viudybud to life
as a positive character, who initially communicates with the pioneer
girls through pantomime. As the performance progresses, he begins
to speak and express himself through vivid drawings on a large glass
board placed on the stage.” In twelve scenes filled with songs and
dances, VSudybud engages the girls, encouraging their collective spirit.
He also interacts with thousands of children in the audience, using both
words and drawings. In the end, it becomes clear that the girls are not
entirely disillusioned with pioneering. Instead, they craved adventure
and new experiences but were held back by the monotony of the pio-
neer life, as well as by teachers and parents who lacked understanding.
The story reveals that the true enemy was their own feelings of guilt
and hurt. Having fulfilled his mission, V§udybud returns to the paper
fence, ready to help the next pioneer unit in need.

18 The V8udybyl movement was launched as a campaign by the CSM to boost the
productivity of young workers and to highlight issues within businesses.

19  For responses and images see Ljb. Hlubokd 1963. Mlady svét. Vol. 5, 12 July 1963,
No. 28, p. 3; MOULIKOVA, Vlasta. Prezidentsk4 vlajka na Hluboké. Viasta. Vol. 17,
17 July 1963, No. 29, p. 2; Radostné setkani. Lidovd demokracie. Vol. 19, 9 July 1963,
No. 162, p. 1; Vecerni Praha. Vol. 9, 8 July 1963, No. 158, p. 1.
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The central moment of the programme “We Are Everywhere” was
a critique of one of the main issues within the pioneer movement,
delivered through lively satire and presented from the perspective of
the children themselves, in their own language. The audience heard
the girls express their frustrations about the pervasive suppression of
initiative and personal freedom: those wanting to learn to play the gui-
tar are labelled as troublemakers; school collecting activities are dull
because they are compulsory; the school library offers only required
reading; the adults at home or school does not understand them...
Although the girls participate in pioneer leisure activities, they do not
enjoy them because everything feels “somehow compulsory”. Instead
of sympathising with them, V§udybud challenges the girls not to wait
for an adult to entertain them. He urges them to come up with their
own pioneering activities and make them both diverse and meaningful.
At the same time, he subtly reprimands the negligent pioneer leader
and the teacher who believes that a proper pioneer is always an obe-
dient and disciplined child. The solution for the bored pioneer unit ulti-
mately lies in cooperation, symbolized by a large collection of paper
brought onto the scene by truck. This collection is the result of an ini-
tiative announced by VSudybud at the start of the gathering of all pio-
neers in Hlubokd nad Vltavou — they had been collecting small scraps
of paper that might not have otherwise made it to the recycling centre,
all while helping the environment. As a result, even the members of
the “bored team” on stage enthusiastically join the pioneer initiative.
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Picture 1. The figure of the pioneer V§udybud in a pen-and-ink drawing by Milo§
Nesvadba. The initial “V”, designed as a face, was briefly used in print as a logo for
pioneer public events. CSM Central Committee Fund, card 1438. NA; printed with
permission of the National Archives and Michal Nesvadba.

The innovation of mass pioneer events featuring a revue programme
captured the attention of both organizers and audiences. From the
outset, the creators envisioned that the character of V§udybud / Milo$
Nesvadba would continue to inspire pioneer engagement, especially in
public service activities. The drawing of V§udybud (or his initial) was
prominently featured in the promotion of the national pioneer game
“Always Ready” (Vzdy ptipraven).’® Additionally, the event “Vudybud
with a Magnifying Glass” (V§udybud s lupou) was created in connec-
tion with the youth union. Soon after, a “winter pioneer revue” titled
“He’s Here” (Uzje tu) (directed by Jif{ Bauer) was staged at the Conven-
tion Palace of the Prague Park of Culture and Recreation for three thou-
sand older children. Once again, Nesvadba’s pioneer character VSudy-
bud was the star, joined by actress Pavlina Filipovskd, singer Karel Gott
(1939-2019) and others.”’
If the ambitious pioneer revue was intended not only as entertain-
ment but also to engage pioneers and offer critical reflection on the

20 Vsudybud. Vedouci pionyri. Vol. 19,1963, No. 11, p. 2.
21  Lidovd demokracie. Vol. 19, 5 December 1963, No. 290, p. 4; Vecerni Praha. Vol. 9, 10,
December 1963, No. 291, p. 2.
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movement, an apparent paradox had to be addressed: why present
a satirical programme, such as the one about “a bored pioneer unit”,
to a select group of the best pioneers in the country? The solution lay
in expanding the audience through a television broadcast. Prague
Castle provided the ideal setting for presenting the revue.”” Due to the
demands on the organization, it was possible to test this model with
a delay — during the New Year’s meeting of the pioneers with the Pres-
identin January 1965. This marked the first time the main programme
was broadcast live, offering viewers a glimpse of what was happening
in other halls as well.

“What We Can Do”
The eighth New Year’s Eve meeting of the six hundred best pioneers
with the President of the Republic at Prague Castle was also reported
in a television guide; the accompanying information specified that the
programme was intended for children aged eight and above, empha-
sising its focus on pioneer-aged children rather than the youngest view-
ers or sparks. The live broadcast of the event began at 2 p.m. and con-
cluded shortly before 6 p.m.*®
Preparations in the Spanish Hall had been underway since
mid-December 1964, with the set and scenery being constructed
according to the design by architect Milo$ Ditrich (1927-2016). Raised
platforms for the large orchestra and smaller backing band were built
on the sides of the open stage, which was designed in a star shape in
the background. Two hundred performing pioneers arrived in Prague
on 27 December, and starting the next day, 11 children ensembles began
rehearsing the programme. The dress rehearsal, which included the
television technicians, took place on New Year’s Eve. The Pioneer

22 Pioneer variety shows were broadcast by Czechoslovak Television from 1955.

23 Rudé pravo. Vol. 45, 3 January 1965, No. 2, p. 1; Radostné chvile na Prazském hra-
dé&. Lidovd demokracie. Vol. 21, 3 January 1965, No. 2, p. 1; Cervené dtky na PraZském
hradé. Mladd fronta. Vol. 20, 3 January 1965, No. 2, p. 3. Se snimky z akce — viz Pio-
nyrsky rok. Kvéty. Vol. 15, 16 January 1965, No. 2, p. 1; Déti se setkaly s presidentem.
Vlasta, Vol. 19, 13 January 1965, No. 2, p. 3.
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delegations arrived in Prague at the turn of the year and stayed at the
dormitories of the Party University; the House of Czechoslovak Chil-
dren organized the children’s stay and also prepared their New Year’s
Eve entertainment.”

The main programme, entitled “What We Can Do”, along with
the live broadcast, was directed by the experienced television director
Miloslav Zachata (1925-1970), who also wrote the script for the pio-
neer revue and lyrics for some of the songs.”® The leadership of the
Youth Union intended for the revue to provide viewers with “a bal-
anced view” of the pioneer movement: it would satirically point at some
of “the darker aspects of pioneer life” while also drawing attention to

“the good things that surround us and that we help to create”. Again,
the creators were asked to keep a child’s perspective on the central
themes. This time, the satire targeted the stereotypical and uninventive
meetings of pioneer units or the dishonest practices in collecting waste
materials. Criticism was also directed at the arrogant children who ele-
vated themselves above others and forgot the basic pioneer principles
in the pursuit of primacy. Using songs and dance performances, the
programme aimed to emphasize the importance of cooperation as
a fundamental prerequisite for achieving goals. This generally opti-
mistic message was also meant to reflect the current political themes
of the coming year, including the 20th anniversary of the liberation
of Czechoslovakia and the Third National Spartakiad. Additionally,
the revue featured references to space rockets, cosmodromes and the
theme of space exploration in general, celebrating the peak achieve-
ments of the human spirit.”® The New Year’s event (apart from the main
pioneer revue) also included activities in other representative halls of

24 Sign.Z1d3.AKPR. Report on the New Year's celebration (22 November 1964).

25 The lyrics for the songs were written by Alois Paloudek (1931-1986) and Oldtich
Flosman (1925-1995). M. Zachata began collaborating with television in 1956. In
addition to a series of productions, he recorded performances, including rare re-
cordings of the plays “Tézkd Barbora” and “Balada z hadrd” (1960) by J. Werich
and J. Voskovec.

26 UV CSM, file 1444. NA; Sign. Z1d 3. AKPR.



Historia scholastica 2/2024 10 Studie Studies 169

the Prague Castle, culminating in a final dance party, a gathering of all
pioneers and a speech by the President of the Republic.

The very first scene introduced the core theme of the revue. A vocal
ensemble, accompanied by soloists, performed the opening song, which
was later repeated in various forms throughout the programme. The
song celebrated creative work across all professions. The pioneers, too,
were encouraged to prepare for their future contributions to society:

“Our country may ask: what can we do?” The development of children’s
creativity was presented as a fundamental goal of the pioneer move-
ment: “Although we are still small / everyone must learn a skill / one
day we’ll be generals / or fly to the stars.”

The revue opens with a conversation between pioneers Karel and
Pavel about what they plan to submit to the Youth Creativity Compe-
tition (STM).?" It quickly becomes apparent that Pavel is far from mod-
est, and while ambition and engagement are valued in pioneers, he
tends to be a bit of a “braggart”. He boasts that he can build a rocket
that can travel 100 trillion kilometres per hour, construct a fountain
pen with a radio, or build a bridge over the Vltava River. Karel even
invites his classmates to come up with something Pavel cannot do
but to no avail. However, when it comes to simple tasks like chop-
ping wood or hanging a picture, Pavel dismissively says: “I don’t do
such simple things. I leave those to my sister.” In contrast, Karel plans
to submit a practical household item in the competition — a table to
hold a TV — something Pavel scoffs at before exiting the scene. At first,
it seems that Pavel is quickly losing the audience’s sympathy, but one
of the girls (Helenka) puts things into perspective: “He’s a clever fel-
low, but when he starts bragging, he doesn’t know when to stop.” As
aresult, the children decide to “take him down a peg”. When Pavel
returns to the scene, Karel tells him that they have something better
than his rocket — a set of “life-like” pioneer figurines — and invites him
to go and see them at the Pioneer House. The children quietly share

27 The Youth Creativity Competition was a large-scale event organized by the Youth
Union. Participants could apply for the technical or artistic section.
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the plan among themselves. What follows is a variation of the open-
ing song, this time cautioning against those who “lag or race ahead in
the relay” and risk losing the entire race for the collective...

In the next scene, Pavel grapples with the concept of “life-like pio-
neers”. He attempts to imitate Karel but fails, managing only to create
a large paper puppet of a pioneer that he cannot move even with the
help of his sister Helenka. Frustrated, he concludes that constructing

“life-like pioneers” is impossible and plans to mock Karel. In the fifth
scene, Pavel comes to observe Karel’s mechanized pioneers represen-
ted by his friends, whom he instructed to stand rigidly like statues at
all times. Pavel is unimpressed with the result, especially when the pio-
neers do not move at Karel’s first command. Karel responds, “Have you
ever seen a pioneer who obeyed immediately?” Eventually, Karel sets
the pioneers in motion, leading into the main part of the revue — the
following four scenes satirize various vices and shortcomings of the pio-
neers through song, addressing issues like dull pioneer meetings, unfair
scrap metal collection practices, excessive body weight and vanity.

The first song showcases the “mechanized pioneers” in meetings
that resemble school classes more than enjoyable gatherings. The
oft-repeated refrain captures this sentiment: “First they sing a song /
then recite what they read in school / and finally they go wild / play-
ing Chinese whispers.” The image concludes with a mocking verse: “So
it went day after day / just like clockwork. / They reported how they
had / such varied (this is meant ironically) meetings.” Pavel is quite
impressed by the mechanized pioneers and is particularly curious how
Karel managed to “get them to sing”. In response, Karel tugs on his ear
and explains that his mechanized pioneers have a wire installed in
a sensitive spot and “their wailing makes for quite a good song.” It is
now clear that the sensitive spot is a metaphor for a deeper issue within
the pioneer movement that needs addressing. Karel then adds that
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his mechanized pioneers have several such sensitive spots: “There are
enough of them to make a Prague Spring.”*®

Another song features pioneers who “are touchy about being
accused of lacking independence and initiative compared to adults”.
The song tells the story of Jirka, a pioneer who wins a competition by
collecting twelve tons of scrap metal. However, this impressive feat
turns out to be a scam: “It’s not rocket science, / just get the family
involved. / They collect the castiron, /I collect the receipts. My dad, my
mom, my grandmothers and grandfathers, / they all collect iron for my
competition.” And so Jirka wins the main prize —a holiday at the inter-
national pioneer camp in Soviet Artek in Crimea — despite facing chal-
lenges at home, such as worrying “what will they say in Artek when
I bring my grandmothers along”. The song ends with Jirka receiving
cheers for making it to the national competition: “Everyone praises
Jirka now, the Central Committee invited him to the Castle / and all
he did was collect receipts — not even one kilo of iron.”

The third scene with the mechanized pioneers caricatures clumsy,
chubby children who struggle with simple exercises and disrupt the
gymnastic performances of their peers. Their failures are attributed
to laziness and excessive TV time. Before the final scene featuring the
mechanized pioneers, Karel hands Pavel a pair of large, odd glasses,
described in the script as looking like “the glasses brought to the Fuéik
from Helsinki”.”® Through the glasses, Pavel sees a pioneer strikingly
similar to himself — constantly boasting while avoiding collective activ-
ities. Recognizing the critique, Pavel initially tries to “get back at the
other children” by pretending to be “mechanized”. However, he even-
tually reveals his true self and seems to have reformed. The finale, fea-
turing a final rendition of the theme song, transitions smoothly into

28 Prague Springis a traditional international music festival that has been held since
1946.

29 Apossiblereference to the dance group of the J. Fu¢ik Ensemble from Prague, which
performed at the 8th World Festival of Youth and Students in Helsinki (1962). KRA-
TOCHVIL, Jiti. A few remarks on Helsinki. Hudebni rozhledy. Vol. 15,30 August 1962,
No. 16, p. 682.
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the second part of the programme — a series of performances by pio-
neer cultural groups, including songs, dances, Spartakiad routines and
gymnastic numbers. The finale of the Pioneer Revue celebrates the com-
petencies and future of the pioneers with the lyrics: “The country is
calling: Pioneers / you are my future / today’s pioneers / will be tomor-
row’s heroes.” As the last verse plays, the pioneers march to the party
leaders with flowers, reflecting the political anniversary of the coming
year: “While the children are still young / the country is twenty years
old. / Youth has always wanted to play / youth has always wanted to
move forward.”

It might have seemed that a bright future awaited not only the
youth but also the pioneer revue as a new genre. However, this turned
out to be the last revue of its kind. The New Year’s gatherings at Prague
Castlereverted to variety shows in the following years. In 1966, the tele-
vision aired the pioneer variety show “Relay of Youth” (Stafeta ml4dy),
hosted by Milo$ Nesvadba.’® The next year brought the show “Merry-
Go-Round” (Kolotod)*' and the final New Year pioneer programme was
broadcast in 1968. The vibrant variety show “Little Masters and Big
Masters” (Malf a velc{ mistfi) had to be postponed to 7 January due to
amajor political event — the historic meeting of the Communist Party
Central Committee at Prague Castle, which launched the reform process
known as the Prague Spring of 1968. This meeting with the pioneers
was attended not only by President Novotny but also by the new First
Secretary of the Czechoslovak Communist Party, Alexander Dubdek,
who symbolized the coming reforms.>” The reason for the shift in
programme content remains unclear. In addition to musical, dance
and sports performances, the pioneer programmes continued to fea-
ture satirical sketches criticizing the issues within the pioneer organi-
zation. These sketches were written and directed by the experienced
Miloslav Zachata. This suggests that the revue format could have been

30 Rudé prdvo. Vol. 46, 3 January 1966, No. 2, p. 1; UV CSM, file 1446. NA; Sign. Z1d 3.
AKPR.

31 Rudé prdvo. Vol. 47, 2 January 1967, No. 2, p. 1.

32 Rudé prdvo.Vol. 48, 8 January 1968, No. 7, p. 1.
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too demanding for the child performers and the live television produc-
tion. It is also possible that a family-oriented television programme
was preferred over a more complex satirical revue.

The Image of a Childhood of the Pioneer Age (Conclusion)
Pioneer cultural programmes, which became a regular feature of meet-
ings between selected pioneers and the highest state and party leaders
in Czechoslovakia during the late 1950s and early 1960s, offer a unique
glimpse into the presentation of “socialist childhood” and the role
of pioneers during that era. These programmes were part of a series
of media-exposed celebrations created by the communist regime in
Czechoslovakia, in which children either represented a segment of
broader social groups (May Day celebrations, International Women’s
Day, Spartakiads; see, e.g., Ratajovd, 2000; Roubal, 2016) or took cen-
tral stage (International Children’s Day; Knapik & Franc et al., 2018,
pp. 67-80).

Initially, the New Year’s celebrations at Prague Castle followed rel-
atively straightforward and familiar formats that were easy for school-
children and young pioneers to understand, while also catering to
the expectations of a politically conscious audience. The cultural pro-
gramme centred on children and youth, highlighting their bright pros-
pects in a socialist society. Children’s lives were portrayed as joyful
and filled with diverse and creative activities designed to help them
choose a future profession. In contrast, the audience was reminded
that the lives of most pre-war children had been shaped by their par-
ents’ struggles with existential hardships. This perspective, which
primarily reflected the regime’s and adults’ view of the world, gradu-
ally began to take into consideration the mentality and real experiences
of children. As a result, cultural programmes started to convey more
complex messages, which inevitably influenced their format. The ori-
ginal pioneer variety shows, which featured songs, dances and sports
games, began to offer a critical view of the life of contemporary Czech
and Slovak children. Over time, the introduction of satirical elements
transformed these variety shows into pioneer revues, complete with
a central theme and underlying message.
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This shift was undoubtedly driven by a change in the communist
leadership’s view of the youngest generation and the growing dissat-
isfaction with the pioneer organization. On the one hand, politicians
emphasized that the schoolchildren of that era had grown up entirely
in the post-revolutionary system; on the other hand, they increasingly
reflected that children took many social and extracurricular activities
for granted. This led to a perception that the pioneer movement had
become overly formal and had little impact on the children’s leisure
time. These concerns were reflected in the pioneer revues of 1963-1965,
which can be perceived as a distinctive media format aimed at promot-
ing the pioneer movement and highlighting the necessary changes.

The programme “We Are Everywhere” incorporated many of the
criticized aspects of the pioneer movement (see Knapik et al., 2022).
Thelax attitude of the pioneer leaders, especially the unionists, under-
mined the movement crucially by eroding the children’s trustin adoles-
cents and adults. One of the persistent issues was the high turnover
and unavailability of leaders, which made it difficult to maintain consis-
tent guidance. Itis therefore not surprising that the character of VSudy-
bud encouraged children to take initiative on their own. The two revues
we examined share a common trait: the shortcomings of the pioneers
(such as boredom and boastfulness) were never confirmed — the chil-
dren had “a healthy core” and ultimately reformed themselves. There
was always room for personal engagement.

In the mid-1950s, the Pioneer organization also discussed the need
for an authentic “pioneer romance” —a set of activities that would not
only be socially useful but also appealing and truly engaging for chil-
dren. The term “healthy romance” was revived again between 1962
and 1965 amid discussions on the urgent need to innovate the method-
ological approach within the pioneer movement. There was a persist-
ent tension between the requirements of the educational system (out-
lined as “What a pioneer should know and be able to do”) and the vol-
untary activities of the pioneers. The variety revue “We Are Everywhere”
addressed this issue by encouraging the spontaneous collection of
old paper by the pioneer collective. During this event, one of the girls
remarked: “Collecting every scrap of paper that would have gone up
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the chimney unnecessarily, discovering lost values by ourselves and
voluntarily — that’s something!” At the same time, this “wholesome
romance” sought to avoid the educational practices associated with
forbidden scouting. Before 1948, scouting had effectively worked with
scout troops, which were groups smaller than pioneer units. In con-
trast, the system of pioneer units, which had theoretically been part of
the pioneer organization since its inception, proved dysfunctional. The
troop played an important role in “We Are Everywhere”, and the show
encouraged children to follow this model of pioneer activity. And not
only that. Let us point out that this was an unschooled troop of girls.
In contrast, the TV show “What We Can Do” included a disparaging
remark about the girls made by the boastful Pavel.

The revue “What We Can Do” elaborated on the criticism of pio-
neer life, particularly addressing the monotony of pioneer meet-
ings that resembled school and the dishonesty in collecting activities
aimed at achieving quick success. Beyond these issues, the revue also
tackled broader aspects of children’s lives.*® Previous variety shows
often emphasized physical fitness and sportsmanship as essential
elements of a healthy childhood. For instance, a newspaper report
from a New Year’s Day celebration in January 1962 mentioned a pio-
neer who had participated in a cultural programme and was described
as “a slim boy”.** The revue “What We Can Do” went even further in
its criticism, portraying excess weight as a major negative factor that
prevents pioneers from leading an active life. The references to fuller
body proportions in the revue went to extremes; at the opening of the
fourth scene, Pavel complained that Helenka had “fatlegs”, which he
claimed impeded his ability to build a paper pioneer puppet. Addition-
ally, in the eighth scene, the script called for two “fat pioneers” (!) who
struggled to perform even basic exercises. It remains unclear whether

33 Inthis context, we can recall the harsh criticism of the PO CSM in J. Fairaizl’s doc-
umentary “Malované déti” (1967), which appeared to adopt the style of critical
television journalism seen in the programmer “Zvédava kamera”. For more details
see M. Stoll in KNAPIK et al., 2022, pp. 363—405.

34 MASIN, J. Pokoleni v ndstupu. Rudé prdvo. Vol. 42, 2 January 1962, No. 1, p. 2.
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the show’s creators altered the performers’ costumes for these roles or
cast genuinely overweight children, thus subjecting them to ridicule on
live television... Such portrayal is not surprising; it aligned closely with
the contemporary campaign against obesity, which political leaders
increasingly viewed as a pressing social problem affecting children.
Notably, Antonin Novotny had long advocated for the increase in the
price of confectionery, a policy implemented in 1962. He commen-
ted at the time that “our children are fat” (Franc, 2009, p. 34). There-
fore, the emphasis on physical fitness and the specific criticism of “fat
pioneers” in the New Year’s programme likely reflected Novotny’s per-
sonal concerns.

The portrayal of adult characters in pioneer cultural programmes
evolved in interesting ways over time. As older children took on roles
in the more ambitious pioneer revues and the programme was more
targeted at their peers, the representation of adult figures also shifted.
We can observe a transition from the “guide/friend” archetype to more
complex representations of adult authority. In “We Are Everywhere”,
the character of V§udybud is accompanied by a lax pioneer leader who
fails to win the children over. A particularly intriguing development
occurs in “What We Can Do”, where the school caretaker is introduced
at the start of the revue as the sole embodiment of adult authority. In
the second scene, when one of the children announces the caretaker’s
arrival, all the children immediately freeze, quiet down and — as the
script notes — “greet him most respectfully and politely”. This raises
the question about the source of the caretaker’s unique authority. By the
1960s, the feminisation of primary education was essentially complete,
with a sharp decline in male teachers. Yet, the school caretaker retained
a strong presence in this environment, remaining “omnipresent” as
he both lived at the school and took care of its maintenance. Interest-
ingly, the caretaker was not a particularly likeable figure (as reflected,
e.g.in the famous children’s book by Bohumil Rtha)**. “What We Can

35 Riha, 1959, p. 52; Here, we see the character of the school caretaker Vozdb: “He was
a sullen fellow and did not care for the school youth much.”
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Do” mirrors this sentiment as well when the caretaker’s male author-
ity is relativized by the children — after the caretaker leaves the scene,
the pioneers “jump up / and run away”.

During the New Year’s celebrations, the President of the Republic
consistently embodied the unquestioned adult authority. His influ-
ence was evident not only in his speeches but also in his interaction
with the pioneers and his participation in the closing feast. However,
he did not always manage to foster a genuine connection with the chil-
dren. A clear example of this disconnect occurred during Novotny’s
speech at the celebration in January 1965. When he asked the children
if they were preparing for the Spartakiad, everyone in the hall raised
their hand. Perhaps influenced by the revue “What We Can Do”, which
poked fun at formality and insincerity, Novotny doubted the authen-
ticity of the children’s responses. He pointedly remarked that “the
Castle has the names and addresses of those present and could double-
check”.®® And at that very moment, the President effectively assumed
the role of the proverbial “school caretaker”...”’
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