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From ‘Bugiwugi’ to Barbarossa Rock ‘N’ Roll

An olive coated police officer observed the crowd assemble.  As he surveyed, he tapped his black rubber riot club against his back while he waited for the worst to happen.  An estimated 150,000 to 450,000 people gathered and screamed to see a concert that most of them would not linguistically understand.  On September 28, 1991 several of the U.S.’s most popular rock acts performed for the rapidly changing city of Moscow.  Muscovite ‘mettalists’ showed up in droves when it was announced that the concert would be free of charge.
  The Tushino airfield held a capacity crowd that initially refused to be held at bay the militia and Moscow police.  A local band, EST, took the stage and played ‘Bully.’ Immediately the militia began to suppress the audience.  Both soldiers and music fans were admitted to the hospital before the beatings ended and the concert could continue.  The youth of the USSR were emboldened by the recent failed coup and publicly challenged the establishment.  Rock music, it seemed, had struck again.
  The Soviet government had prophesied for decades that rock was the source of problems in Soviet youth.  After a brief recess and a verbal warning the crowd became complacent and ‘rocked for peace.’
 The actions taken by all parties at this monumental concert are representative of rock music’s long fight for recognition in the Soviet Union.  Rock music’s role in the political decay of the Soviet Union was facilitated by the government’s ineffective analysis of and response to the cultural phenomenon.  This will be proved by discussion of the proliferation of the Western popular music, the logistics of the rock scene, and the documentation of the government’s response.  Rock’s rapid arrival and development in the USSR set the new youth fad on a crash course with the status quo. 

Bill Haley and the Comets formally gave birth to rock and roll in September of 1954 with the release of ‘Rock Around the Clock.’  In a matter of months the craze had crossed the Atlantic Ocean and had broken through the Iron Curtain. The people of the USSR were initially very confused by this new brand of music.  Initially rock was considered a strange sub-genre of jazz music and adapted by the Soviet elite.
  A movie featuring western rock music shown in 1956 caused small riots to erupt outside the theater.
  Rock music would inspire more fear and attract youth for the remainder of the decade.


By the close of the 50s, the earliest of rock fans would begin to project the rock and roll lifestyle in their day to day life.  These stiliagi would attempt to dress in the latest western fashions and simply lounge in cafes all afternoon.
  These stiliagi were in no sense living as political activists. This is due to the political impotency of the music itself.  Even had rock at the time contained overt political tenets, it would have been incoherent to the Soviet listeners.  It was not until the mid to late sixties that rock music was actually being written and performed in Russian.
  Until this movement occurred the stiliagi would be forced to await the next big craze from the west.  


The early 60s saw the groundbreaking invention of ‘the Twist’ by Chubby Checker.  This dance craze swept the halls as more jazz acts expanded their repertoires.  Jazz musicians quickly were able to add electric guitars to their accompaniment and cover the latest pop standards.  Touring acts who wanted to increase the number of western tunes in their set lists used satire to gain legitimacy from the censors.
  After the Twist, the Soviet government became increasingly to the new forms of ‘bugiwugi.’ The rock of the 60s’ gained a political voice and began to distance itself from the jazz and blues that came before it.  

In the mid to late 60’s the records Bob Dylan and other protest singers passed through customs eastward into the hands of the stiliagi.  The start of Russian folk-rock was pivotal moment in the growth of Soviet rock.  For the first time, rock songs are being written and performed in Russian, but the bards’ songs are overtly political in nature. Aleksandr Galich sang:

“Where are the gripers and shouters?


They have banished before they grow old


But the silent ones are now the bosses, 


And the reason is- silence is gold.” 

These lyrics frankly challenge the past and present leaders of the entire Soviet system. The lyrics of ‘official’ popular songs pale in comparison:

[will add verse from source: Modern Soviet Songs] 

The discrepancy of depth between these two types of music was much more profound with the youth of the USSR.
 Also notable in the late 60s, the Beatles arrived in Russia.  As around the world the Beatles happy pop-rock struck a chord in many Soviet citizens.  The Beatles’ ongoing interpretations on rock and roll continued to influence the artists of the USSR through the beginning of the 70s.  


The 70’s overall dealt with increasing government scrutiny. Acts such as Time Machine and Arsenal formed and produced works that were wholly Russian.  Many unofficial acts would play new renditions of traditional or patriotic tunes to appear socially acceptable.  The censors were hesitant on the new arrangements, citing them as being too inconsistent and volatile. Musicians who desired relevance saw that rock and roll was the best way to connect to a large preexisting fan base.
 Young adults, however, took readily to the new Soviet pop-rock. Many young “Beatles” began learning guitar and became involved in musical organizations breathing new life into the Soviet music scene.
  Periodicals also began to receive letters complaining of the poor selection and quality of records available for purchase from Melodiya [will check spelling].  Many were tired of listening to broadcasts of songs that were two to three years old on the government pop-music programming.
  Improved home recording technology allowed many music fans an alternative to the state’s approved record list. By the end of the decade the influx of western tapes and new domestic acts forming paved the way for the continuing evolution of Soviet rock.


   In 1980, the legitimacy of Soviet rock was on the rise.  By far, the most influential music of the decade was heavy metal.  Metal was immediately vilified and in most cases banned.  Metallica, Motorhead, and Black Sabbath inspired local acts such as Chyorny kofe, Aria, and Shakh.
 Mettalists were stereotyped as imitating “punk” style with spike hair, leather studded jackets, etc. etc.  In reality, the vast majority of metal and rock enthusiasts were very normal looking and ages 14-25.
  The hooliganism often associated with metal was exaggerated. It was noted that most members of these unofficial groups were striving for “the creative self-expression of one’s personality.”
 
The expressions of these invariably dealt with love, alienation from urbanization, and frustration with life.  Many of these concerns were highlighted in the acclaimed film Is It Easy to Be Young?
 Despite increasing social acceptance, the government was still unable to accept any type of rock as a legitimate art form.
As the 80s progressed, musicians were given more freedom to express themselves.  

Glasnost would not calm the upset youth of the Soviet Union.  As governmental controls were loosened, lyricists continued to question the status quo.  One group sang:

“It looks like a tractor, a nuclear reactor

And also like a squeezed lemon…

What are you? What the hell are you?

And it answers me: I am your juice squeezer.”
  
This criticism buoyed the unofficial metal groups’ popularity far above that of the governments ‘official’ rock acts.  By late 1986, Sov-Rock was all but defunct.
 One metal band led by Igor Beleov had several songs where he sang poems of Karl Marx verbatim. Under glasnost, 80’s rock bands were finally able to publicly voice their discontent with the soviet way of life.  This should not be misinterpreted to mean that Soviet rockers/fans wanted democracy. Simply put, they were not happy with their current situation and they wanted more options.
 Even with their newfound freedoms, no one would have predicted the events of the early 90s.

For all intents and purposes the early 90s can be seen as an extension of the late 80s.  By 1990, Western acts were regularly touring in the USSR. After 1991, many acts disbanded. When questioned about his early retirement, Andrei Herzberd said, “We are no longer relevant.  I’m not sure what I’m going to do now…Maybe I’ll go into acting.”

This phenomenon shows that a large portion of Soviet rock acts eventually worked for social change, not for the decadence or materialism that the government once feared.  Next the logistics of this largely underground movement will be discussed. 


When the first Soviet musicians adopted rock and roll, it was simply to entertain a crowd.  Jazz music had not been totally accepted in the Soviet Union in 1954.  Bill Haley however managed to take all the attention of the sensors.  There were some snippets of rock and roll that slipped under the sensors.  These pieces of rock and roll were quickly accepted by the youth of the USSR.  Jazz musicians simply upgraded their government equipment and began to sneak rock numbers into their set lists.  Once the number of vocal-musical ensembles playing rock music grew cumbersome the government began to regulate performing acts.  


The regulation of the growing music business caused a sharp increase in black market record trading.  As the government increased scrutiny, they inadvertently increased the street value of records.  The late 50s saw the birth of the roentgenizdat.
 To create roentgenizdat, the grooves of a record would be carved into an old x-ray play or a plastic postcard.  Albums and singles were easily mass produced and slipped through customs agents.  The availability of these first rock records allowed the Soviets to stay abreast with the new sounds from the West.


As the government regulated performing acts, some musicians were willing to sing the party line in order to be legitimate musicians.  The benefits to this were being classified as an occupational musician and having government supplied equipment.  Some music was even composed for such acts by members of the Union of Composers.  This also granted Sov-Rock groups booking rights at clubs, good press, and the ability to tour.
  Sov-Rock bands were also subject to meeting any established standards.  Set lists’ content had to be approved prior to show time and Sov-Rock bands were expected to dress neatly.  Another downfall of gaining official status was that acts were often informed that they had to find a spot in the band for a party official’s son or nephew.  Had this situation not attracted a band, they could always remain unofficial.

The largest pitfall of maintaining an unofficial status was the need for gainful employment.  Without paperwork musicians had to find their own equipment and gainful employment.  Unofficial acts had more creative control than Sov-Rock groups, but still had to exercise caution with song content. Several bands used satire and mockery to protest the government and mock Sov-Rock groups.  To be recorded, a band would have to go to a recording studio and purchase time and materials.
  This created the demand for black market studios and distribution.  


To get a record on the streets, a band would first visit a private studio, like that of N. Belyayev in Moscow.
  He managed to purchase equipment that would record better than those in state recording studios and also build a newer and better record catalog.  If one were buying records, one could purchase records directly from a tape pirate or seek out a venue where tapes were exchanged.  The Clearing was a location of black market music activity in Moscow.  One Komsomol raid produced 37 domestic and 499 Western rock records.
 The rapid advance of recording technology and the inability of governmental monitoring allowed for the spread of the “pseudomusic.”  Later in the 80s, there would be more legal options for enjoying imported music. 


From 1985 until the fall of the Soviet Union, foreign tours became increasingly common.  Elton John, the Rolling Stones, and AC/DC all had entertained Muscovite crowds by 1990.
  The presence of these once taboo cultural icons reinforced the popularity of the genre in the USSR.  Now that it has been shown how this music grew from obscurity, I will illustrate how the Soviet government reacted and how it failed.

After World War II and the fall of the Iron Curtain Andrei Zhdanov was charged with the task of defending the USSR from the influence of western culture.  Any product that came from outside of the Soviet bloc had to submit to the strictest of inspections.  From the moment it arrived, rock and roll reviled by the Soviet government.  Initially the government passed off rock and roll as a fad.  By 1959, the Soviets had linked rock and roll to hooliganism and outlawed homemade records. 
  Khrushchev personally expressed his contempt for the new dance/music craze.  However, the official response to rock’s popularity until 1960 could be summed up as much rhetoric and little action.  The Komsomol would start the first major campaign against rock and roll’s advance.


By the fall of 1960 Komsomol members could be musically trained to search out venues and document acts that were deemed ‘too Western.’ Komsomol officials would lounge in the dance hall and make notes.
  The Communist Youth were also instructed to have a few dances, so as not to be noticed. Then the bandleader was informed of the problem(s) with his performance and was subject to legal action afterwards.  Once the actions of the ‘music police’ were reported in Komsomolskaya Pravda, the paper began receiving letters suggesting the Komsomol members should find more constructive ways to spend their free time.  It was soon after this that officials realized that a ban on modern dancing would be ineffective.  The government’s cultural department then had to formulate an alternative method to combat the new recreational movement. 

The first step to curb the enjoyment of rock music was to verbally smear it.  This verbal campaign against rock and roll continued until the dissolution of the USSR in 1991.  Some liken rock and roll to a sonic narcotic.  Youth were chastised for falling for the West’s propaganda that tarnished the traditional Russian heroes. Others objected on aesthetic grounds.  Komsomolskaya Pravda accused rock and roll fans of being too “aggressively” independent and passive in the same article.
 In the 80s, after the rise of heavy metal, the genre was deemed the “moral equivalent to AIDS.”
 The second, more problematic, method of minimizing rock’s impact was formulation of a social substitute. 
The bureaucracy realized they had to find an activity to divert attention from rock and roll.  First they developed the aforementioned official/unofficial system to control the accessibility of rock bands.  This failed by the mid-1980s.  In the decades leading up to the 80s, many suggested that Russian folk music and traditional characters were just as entertaining and relevant as the new rock music.  The youth of the USSR begged to differ.  V. Dashekevich, member of the C.U, called for the rejuvenation of the state’s musical institutions.  He demanded that the C.U. renounce their “snobbish attitude” toward the new innovations in sound.
 Eventually the government tried to harness the power of rock and roll for their own purposes by using pop-rock at a state fundraiser.
  [will insert transitional sentence to punishment of rock artists and supporting paragraph(s)]
The authorities knew that the youth of the USSR were releasing the pressures associated with coming of age.  They simply could not administer an acceptable solution to their problem.  The government’s answer to the disenfranchised youth was “more structure.”
  What the administrations could not understand was that rock and roll evolved from its innocent start.  Youth twisted the night away because it was entertaining and hip.  Youth now played guitar to fight the micromanagement that was everywhere in society.  The rock and roll became a mindset. Rock made it possible to address the abundant moral contradictions in Soviet society.  
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