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ABOUT THE MUSIC - words by Zulya Kamalova and Andrew Tanner
Dubrovushka (Traditional)
The green grove, why are you swaying and rustling so early? - 
It’s the wild winds, my dearest.

Józef Plawinski (1853–1880)
Warszawianka

The year is 1917. The twin whirlwinds of the Great War and the Russian Revolution are howling. One of the most iconic 
songs of the revolution, the ‘Warszawianka’, rings out in the streets: ‘Into the bloody battle, holy and righteous, march 
forward, working people!’

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906–1975)
The Counterplan

Sure enough, the Russian Empire gave way to the Soviet Union, and the years following the Revolution saw horrors, but 
also hope and creativity. The Soviet 1920s were perhaps one of the wildest decades for art, music and architecture the 
world has ever seen. These early years were watched over by the great revolutionary himself, Vladimir Lenin, but after he 
died of a stroke in 1924, the way was clear for the rise of Joseph Stalin. Radicalism was replaced by the new oppressive 
forces of Stalinism and his artistic doctrine of socialist realism. Even formerly avant-garde composers such as Dmitri 
Shostakovich had to buckle under. His cheery song, ‘The Counterplan’, with lyrics by the poet Boris Kornilov, from a 1931 
film of the same name, summed up the doubletalking times: ‘Rise and shine! The whole country rises in glory to meet the new 
day!’ Kornilov was eventually to be executed as a Trotskyist and terrorist in 1938, and Shostakovich himself was lucky to 
escape a similar fate.

Modest Tabachnikov (1913–1977)
At the Black Sea

Stalin’s favourite singer was a genial Jew from Odessa, Leonid Utyosov, one of the early adopters of dzhaz ( jazz). Jazz was 
controversial and the Soviet State had difficulty deciding whether it was an authentic musical expression of the oppressed 
proletarian American negroes, or just another form of decadent bourgeois  propaganda – although Stalin made an 
exception for Utyosov. The ode to Utyosov’s  hometown, ‘At the Black Sea’ (music M. Tabachnikov, lyrics S.Kirsanov) was 
written in 1951.

Sergei Prokofiev (1891–1953)
The Field of the Dead

The Second World War had a horrific impact on the USSR, and nearly 1 in 7 Soviet citizens perished. The German invasion 
of the Soviet Union in 1941 was presaged in Sergei Eisenstein’s epic film, Alexander Nevsky, which depicted the 13th Century 
defeat of invading Teutonic Knights at the hands of the titular prince. Following the key battle scene on a frozen lake, the 
wives of the Russian soldiers search out their loved ones on the battlefield, accompanied by Sergei Prokofiev’s stirring song, 
‘The Field of the Dead’: ‘I shall go across the snow-covered field, fly over the field of death. I shall search out my betrothed, and 
those glorious falcons, noble youths’. One of the greatest composers of the 20th Century, Prokofiev died on 5 March, 1953, the 
very same day as Stalin.
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Aleksandra Pakhmutova (1929–)
Tenderness

Nikita Khrushchev made a well-intentioned attempt to “thaw” out the chilly political climate, and the 1960s were perhaps 
the most optimistic years of the USSR, despite the Cold War. One of the most significant scientific, political and cultural 
events of the Khrushchev era was the victory in the Space Race with the USA: on 12 April, 1961, Yury Gagarin became the 
first human to travel into space. Although apparently not dedicated to Gagarin himself, the 1965 song ‘Tenderness’ (music: 
A.Pakhmutova; lyrics: S Grebennikov, N. Dobronravov) will forever be associated with the great cosmonaut: ‘The Earth is 
empty without you… The Earth is empty without you… And you fly, and the stars give to you their tenderness’.

Emil Dimitrov(1940–2005)
Arlekino

Another great tragic Russian entertainer, the poet, pianist and singer Aleksandr Vertinksy (1889-1957) spent most of his 
performing career abroad, entertaining audiences in the expatriate Russian nightclubs of Paris, San Francisco and 
Shanghai, before returning to the Soviet Union during the Second World War. His casual air of pre-revolutionary 
decadence and aristocratic themes did not endear him to the authorities. ‘Piccolo Bambino’ (1933, lyrics by N. Zubovsky) 
- another song of a sad clown, describes the title character in mourning over the death of Magdalena, the circus ballerina.

Viktor Tsoi (1962–1990)
Gruppa Krovi

Rock music arrived late to the Soviet Union, and – effectively illegal as a musical style – was always surrounded by 
controversy. The 1980s were certainly a time of change in the USSR, but the simple act of playing rock music was a political 
statement in itself. Perhaps the biggest star and sex symbol of the 80s Russian rock scene was Viktor Tsoi, the 
half-Korean leader of the group, Kino. By the end of the decade, Kino were filling the largest stadiums in the country, but 
lasting stardom was not to be: Tsoi was killed in a car crash in August 1990. The song Gruppa Krovi (‘Blood Group’) is a 
mystical anthem of the generation that came of age in the Perestroika years, and is sometimes associated with the 
Soviet-Afghan War: ‘My blood group is on my sleeve – wish me luck in battle’.

Andrew Tanner
Does it matter?

As a member of that same generation, Zulya remembers those years well. Channeling late Soviet political apathy and 
depression, her song, “Does It Matter?” (music by Andrew Tanner, lyrics by Zulya Kamalova) was released on Zulya and the 
Children of the Underground’s 2004 album, The Waltz of Emptiness (and Other Songs on Russian Themes): ‘Boredom and 
indifference have filled our essence, Sadness about the past splendour and yearning for things that can’t be returned’.

The immediate post-Soviet years of President Yelstin, mired in economic chaos, political instability, corruption, and 
occasional glimpses of true democracy, saw a real flourishing of Russian pop culture. 

Zemfira Ramazanova
We Break Apart

Zulya and Zemfira Ramazanova have a lot in common: they have names starting with ‘Z’, grew up only a couple of hundred 
kms from each other, and are both ethnic Tatars. Zemfira’s song, We Break Apart is from 2007.

Mike Naumenko (1955–1991) & Józef Pławiński (1853–1880)
I Love to Boogie-Woogie Every Day

In 1986, Mike Naumenko (1955-1991) of the Leningrad group Zoopark, wrote a simple 12-bar blues pastiche rock’n’roll song 
called “I Love to Boogie-Woogie Every Day”. Two years later, the legendary folk punk band Nol’, led by accordionist Fyodor 
Chistyakov, covered the song, but stripped it of all faux-American influence, instead fitting the lyrics to Warszawianka, the 
great revolutionary song you heard at the opening of the concert.

Nevechernyaya (Traditional)
‘Bring me my horses, gypsies. I am out of here’.

Russia and Russian music has evolved, devolved, and revolved, and here we are – full circle.
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