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“Songs became our air to breathe”
Author Song Culture in the 1960s

Kyoko NUMANO

Summary

In the Soviet Union, in the 1960s after Khrushchev’s “Thaw”, when repression was re-
laxed to a certain extent, poets singing and playing the guitar gained great popularity. Thanks
to tape recorders that appeared at that time their songs spread quickly (known as magnitizdat),
were loved and sung by many people. There were various themes such as those based on labour
camps, love and death, war and so on.

This paper describes this phenomenon in the Soviet era and discusses what it meant in
the Russian cultural scene. The most significant feature of bards (minstrels) is that they set mel-
ody on their own poems, sing and play the guitar themselves. Poetry(=word) is more important
than melody (=music).

Among the bards of the 1960s, Alexandr Galich wrote anti-Soviet poems and was exiled.
Bulat Okudzhava sang about irreplaceable life, about love of “little people”. The bards were
rarely permitted to record their songs, because of their political nature, but their songs were
necessary like air for life in a tough Soviet era. The famous actor and singing poet Vladimir
Vysotsky belonged to the same generation as John Lennon. During this period, opposition-ori-
ented songs were supported and deeply loved not only in the West, but also in the Soviet Union.
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