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l'obiettivo è mostrare come i giornali collocassero i due cantautori nel contesto dell’Unione Sovietica, carat-
terizzato dalla dicotomia conformismo/anticonformismo e arte ufficiale/circolazione clandestina, e quale 
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1.  INTRODUCTION

The genre of Soviet ‘sung poetry’ has developed in the late 1950s in the Soviet Union at the junc-
ture of urban folklore, peasant ballads and the ‘criminal’ songs brought by former prisoners re-
turning from Stalinist labour camps (Kulagin). Thanks to the relatively open and free atmosphere 
promoted by Nikita Khrushchev – called ‘Thaw’ (ottepel’) – this new trend was made popular by 
such bards as Iuz Aleshkovskii, Iurii Vizbor, Iulii Kim, Aleksander Gorodnitskii, Evgenii Kliachkin 
and Novella Matveeva, but most of all, the three great names that stand out in the singing context 
of the 1960s and 1970s are the poet and writer Bulat Okudzhava, the playwriter Aleksandr Galich 
and the actor Vladimir Vysotskii. As Zhitinskii rightly states, for the first time during the Soviet 
era, these bards “created songs that dealt with intimate human emotions, the complexities of 
human relationships and issues of social injustice, honestly evoked in a simple vernacular often 
spiced by regional elements, criminal jargon and, at times, obscenity” (189).

In the present paper, I focus on the reception in Italy of Bulat Okudzhava and Aleksandr Galich, 
as Vladimir Vysotskii’s reception calls for a separate investigation, being slightly more popular in 
Italy than his fellow songwriters and already studied from this perspective.1

Much information about the journeys of the bards in Italy and their literary traces in the shape 
of interviews, documentaries, translations and so on is still to be found in archives or the mem-
ory of those witnesses who are still alive. However, a great number of articles has been collected 
so far, that together with other paratextual material (prefaces and introduction to books translat-
ed in Italian), allow us to make some preliminary observations about the role and status of these 
peculiar artists in Italy in the second half of the Twentieth century.

Bards’ songs circulated in the Soviet Union thanks to magnitizdat, “the practice of making and 
sharing homemade audio recordings, which became widespread just as samizdat was beginning 
to become a recognizable system after Stalin” (Komaromi). These recordings then usually had a 
second life outside the boundaries of the Soviet Union, and manuscripts and books were smug-
gled out to become part of new literary circuits.

As far as the Italian context is concerned, we cannot say that such circulation has ever been as 
widespread as it was, for example, in Paris or the USA, where Russian emigrant circles helped the 
popularity of such songs grow very fast: think of the French recording studio Chante du Monde 
but also of the leading role of Vladimir Frumkin as a teacher of Russian language at Oberlin Col-
lege and promoter of the seminars, lectures and general concerts by many bards that allowed 
American students and the general public to become acquainted with this part of the Russian 
culture (Frumkin). A thorough investigation of Okudzhava’s, Galich’s and Vysotskii’s reception in 
Italy during their life and after has still to be carried out. What follows is the first step to fill in the 

1 For example, see Grassi.
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gap in reception studies concerning Soviet music of the second half of the XX century and how it 
was perceived abroad, particularly in Italy.  

2.  BULAT OKUDZHAVA, ALEKSANDR GALICH AND ITALY

Chronologically, the name Bulat Okudzhava is the first to appear in Italy in the 1960s, whereas 
Aleksandr Galich is mainly linked to the Biennale del Dissenso (Biennale of Dissent), which was 
held in Venice in 1977. Before that, Okudzhava, Vysotskii and Galich’s poems were included in 
the seminal collection Canzoni russe di protesta [Russian songs of protest] that were edited and 
translated by Pietro Zveteremich and published in 1972, “a printed miracle, an act of courage, a 
proof of love, a slim gospel, an essential anthology” (Lega 19).2 

Bulat Okudzhava’s main connection with Italy is because of his performance at the Tenco Fes-
tival in 1985, where he was awarded the prestigious Tenco prize. However, Okudzhava’s relation-
ship with Italy began to develop long before his visit to Ligurian town. Almost 20 years before this 
concert, in 1967, Okudzhava’s mysterious record, entitled Un nastro da Mosca. 1960–1967 [A Tape 
from Moscow. 1960–1967], appeared. On the cover the small print reads: Canzoni del disgelo can-
tate da Bulat Okudzava [sic] [Songs of the Thaw sung by the poet Bulat Okudzhava]. 

Fig. 1 B. Okudžava, Un nastro da Mosca 1960/1967, I dischi del sole, 1967.

2 Here and elsewhere, unless otherwise indicated, the translations are mine. 
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The disc was edited by Clara Strada, wife of the famous scholar Vittorio Strada, and by 
singer, ethno-musicologist and researcher of folk and art songs Michele Luigi Straniero. This 
is most likely one of the thousands of magnitizdat editions circulating throughout the Soviet 
Union and beyond in those years. The hypothesis is confirmed by an article of 14 September 
1985 written by Michele Straniero, who claims that “[o]ne of these discs came into our hands 
at the end of the sixties and we immediately included it in a small international series called 
“Disks of the Sun”“ (7) and adds “[t]hat recording by Bulat Okudzhava, entitled simply: “A 
Tape from Moscow”, has remained as an irreplaceable testament to our hope and – if you 
like – our utopia” (7). The disc contains recordings of very poor quality (which also confirms 
the unofficial distribution) of Okudzhava’s songs from 1957 onwards. The selection of songs 
fixed an important moment in the author’s poetic evolution, including such works as Canzone 
dell’Arbat [The Song about Arbat/Pesenka ob Arbate], Canzone del palloncino blu [The Song 
about a Blue Balloon/Pesenka o golubom sharike], Il soldatino di carta [The Paper Soldier/
Bumazhnyi soldat], L’ultimo filobus [Midnight Trolleybus/Polnochnyi ili poslednii trolleibus], 
Sulla strada di Smolensk [On the Smolensk Road/Po Smolenskoi doroge] and so on, that is, 
the most famous ‘poems for guitar’ Okudzhava had composed up until then, and which sub-
sequently became his most famous songs. The text of the small booklet included in the album 
briefly describes the ‘genre’ of bards, gives a brief biography of Okudzhava and includes liter-
ary translations of the songs into Italian.

In fact, before this disc, Italians had come to know Bulat Okudzhava not as a songwriter but 
as a writer, thanks to the translation of his prose works.3 

3 The selection occupies quite an important place in the Italian publishing market. Although translations of Soviet 
literature started to appear in Italy at the end of the fifties (with Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago in 1957) and its publi-
cation increased exponentially in the 1960s and 1970s, only a few authors received so much attention. In 1962, 
Editori Riuniti published Bulat Okudzhava’s novella Bud zdorov, shkoliar! [Be Healthy, Schoolboy!] translated by 
Agostino Villa and released in Italy with the title In prima linea [On the first line]. In 1969, Bednyi Avrosimov [Poor 
Avrosimov] was published by the publishing house De Donato, in Mariia Olsuf’eva’s translation, titled Il povero 
Avròsimov. It was followed in 1972 by the Longanesi’s edition of Pozhozhdeniia Shipova ili starinnyi vodevil [The 
adventures of Shipov, or Old Timey Vaudeville], also translated by Olsuf’eva with the title L’agente di Tula (Antico 
vaudeville, fatti realmente accaduti).  Okudzhava popularity in Italy continued into the 1980s: in 1986, a year after 
his appearance at the Tenco Festival, the novel Svidanie s Bonapartom [A Date with Bonaparte] was published, 
translated by Gian Carlo Giacone and released with the title Appuntamento con Bonaparte; and finally, in 1989, the 
short story Iskusstvo kroiki i shitia [The Art of Cutting and Sewing] came out under the title L’arte di tagliare, cucire 
e vivere by the publishing house Mondadori.
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Fig. 2. B. Okudžava, In prima linea, trad. A. 
Villa, Editori Riuniti, 1962.

Fig. 3. B. Okudzava, Il povero Avròsimov, 
trad. M. Olsoufieva, De Donato, 1969.

Therefore, in Italy, Okudzhava the novelist enjoyed considerable success, at least in the press, 
with fairly well-known publishers publishing his books and having them featured in newspapers.

In 1972, a fundamental study appeared in Italy: a book entitled Canzoni russe di protesta [Rus-
sian Songs of protest] – which included a collection of poems and songs by Vysotskii, Okudzhava 
and Galich – was translated and edited by Pietro Zveteremich, translator of the world’s first pub-
lication of Boris Pasternak’s novel Doctor Zhivago (Pasternak).4

The book represents one of the first meaningful attempts at an academic analysis of the phe-
nomenon of Russian ‘sung poetry’. In his introduction, Zveteremich points out an important fac-
tor in the reception of such artists at home and, consequently, abroad: 

Those who only know about Russian literary life today through the official press of that country, they 
will remember a few good stories of Bulat Okudzhava, which appeared in periodicals and almanacs of 
limited circulation and which cannot be found today […] they will know even less of Aleksandr Galich: 
that he is the author of a popular play and a few poems sporadically published in journals; finally, they 
will know nothing about Vladimir Vysotskii, because he does not belong to the Soviet Writers’ Union 
but to a syndicate of entertainment workers and therefore cannot be a poet. (7)

Almost 20 years later, following the path indicated by Zveteremich, Gian Piero Piretto published 
Arbat, mio Arbat [Arbat, My Arbat], a collection that included a large number of songs by Okudzhava.

4 For a detailed analysis of the editorial microhistory of this tamizdat, see Mancosu, “Inside the Zhivago storm”; “Mo-
scow has Ears Everywhere”; “In the KGB’s Crosshairs”.
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Canzoni russe di protesta and Arbat, mio Arbat are two major works that have become the ba-
sis for other projects and research on Okudzhava, the singing poet. As already mentioned, apart 
from these appearances in Italy in the form of translations and publications, Okudzhava visited 
San Remo in 1985, where he was awarded with a special prize as “cultural operator” during the 
Tenco Festival. He arrived in Ventimiglia, not far from San Remo, by train with Afanasii Veselitskii, 
a member of the Soviet Writers’ Union who handled Italian–Soviet relations and who acted as 
‘supervisor’ for the artist abroad. After his performance in San Remo, Okudzhava extended his 
stay in Italy for a few days for an unscheduled invitation from the Italy–USSR Association in Turin. 
The last time Bulat Okudzhava is said to have visited Italy – Rome to be precise – was in 1987, but 
no reliable information has been found yet.5 

At the time, the Tenco Festival was the most important event for musicians and critics, a sort of 
antagonist to the well-known Sanremo Music Festival, the most popular Italian song contest and 
awards ceremony, which is held annually in the city of Sanremo and is still the longest-running an-
nual TV music competition on a national level. However, the Tenco Festival was perceived as the 
only venue for making acquaintances with the most interesting national and international music.

I will focus on the media coverage of the event, particularly on the exhibition of Bulat Okudzha-
va, after being awarded as the best ‘cultural operator’ of the year.6 The newspapers that gave the 
most coverage of the event were Turin-based La Stampa and Stampa Sera. Articles or brief ac-
counts appeared in numerous other publications, such as l’Unità, Il Messaggero, Il Manifesto and 
L’eco di Bergamo. They were very different in their popularity and scope: l’Unità and Manifesto 
were leading left-wing dailies at the time, whereas L’eco di Bergamo and L’arena, for example, 
were local papers with small editions and limited readership. Nonetheless, they all devoted one 
or two articles to the festival, while La Stampa announced the event in September and published 
one article each on all days of the festival from October 10 to 12. Some journalists and critics have 
written about Okudzhava on several occasions. Among them, I will mention Michele Straniero 
and Michele Serra, who talk not only about Okudzhava’s work, but also about the sociocultural 
context in which it originated, thus offering a very specific perspective from abroad on Soviet 
musical culture. 

As previously mentioned, Michele Straniero played a crucial role in Okudzhava’s participation 
in the Tenco Festival. He was a member of the Cantacronache movement in Turin.7 In the 1960s, 
he organised the masterclass Opposition Is Always Resistance at the international Folk Festival 2, 

5 For more detailed information about Okudzhava’s visit to Italy, see De Florio, “Pesni Bulata Okudžavy na ital’jan-
skom jazyke” 27-29.
6 For a detailed account of the prize-awarding, see Sacchi 7-13.
7 Cantacronache was a collective of musicians, writers and poets formed in Turin in 1957 with the aim of enhancing 
the world of song through social commitment. It was formed by Sergio Liberovici and Michele L. Straniero, founders, 
who were joined by Fausto Amodei and Margot. They are considered among the precursors of Italian singer-songwri-
ting. Intellectuals of the time such as Gianni Rodari, Giorgio De Maria, Emilio Jona, Italo Calvino and Umberto Eco 
also participated in the musical project as lyricists (Ferrari).
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which was dedicated to folk song and the world song.8 In the 1980s, he became a music critic of 
L’Avvenire and wrote several articles about the Tenco Festival. A specialist in ethnographic and 
folk music, he found common roots in Okudzhava’s work on the European musical tradition.

Journalist and writer Michele Serra picked up on this comparison and called Okudzhava the 
‘Eastern Brel’, adding that it is very difficult to define the phenomenon of the bard’s song, par-
ticularly whether Okudzhava belongs to the category of either dissident or conformist. In an ar-
ticle in l’Unità of 12 October 1985, Michele Serra reports Okudzhava’s words about this question: 
“Bulat Okudzhava confirmed how difficult and pretentious it is in the West to label an Eastern 
intellectual on the basis of the limited and crude dualism of dissent and conformism” (17).

The articles that deal with Okudzhava touched on two main discourses: on the one hand, the 
topics are the music, the main features of Okudzhava’s artistic personality and his style and po-
etics; on the other hand, journalists focus on the ideological discourse, how the political sig-
nificance of Okudzhava’s activities in the USSR and his presence in Italy was interpreted in the 
framework of Italian–Russian relations of the second half of the 1980s.

Based on this, it is possible to divide the newspapers into two groups: La Stampa and Stampa 
Sera predominantly paid attention to Okudzhava’s creative biography and focused on his artistic 
talent.9 The other newspapers, on the other hand, highlighted the role of the nonconformist writ-
er in his homeland and abroad. 

Some critics have focused on the difference that traditionally characterises the relationship 
between poetry and songs in Italy and Russia. Emblematic on this subject is the observation 
made by the writer and poet Giuseppe Conte in an article on 20 May 1985 in Stampa Sera. He 
believes that the problem lies in the different conditions and functions of poetry and songs in 
the contemporary world. If, in Italy, where mass culture reigns supreme, poetry is in a marginal 
state, then in Russia, poetry is very successful and is read and listened to by most of the popula-
tion. This difference is highlighted in many articles about Okudzhava in the 1980s, as well as in 
interviews in which the poet talks in first person about the situation of poetry in the USSR and 
difference between his work and mass song and, consequently, about his rejection of Italian pop 
music, which was hugely popular in the Soviet Union at that time. In an interview with Emanuele 
Novazio on 12 December 1986, Okudzhava explains that “songwriting is a serious thing, it’s a 
counterbalance to mass culture. If there were no songs, mass culture would suffocate us. God 
and time will show who was right” (Novazio 3). By mass culture, Okudzhava means “art without 
thought, which does nothing but entertain”. Songwriting, on the other hand, is “the creativity of 
people who think for those who think” (3).

8 See Stampa sera 8 September 1966.
9 “From 10 to 12 October [...], you will meet some very interesting artists surrounded by a legendary aura, above all 
the Soviet writer Bulat Okudzhava, a versatile intellectual capable of moving in his long career from poetry to novel, 
from film scripts to song” (c.g., 23); “the founding father of Soviet singing authors” (s. sp., 21); “Representative of a 
popular music culture that is completely unknown in Italy” (c.d., 19).
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In Italy, therefore, the convergence and promotion of the two genres is perceived as a peculiar 
element of the Russian tradition, particularly of Okudzhava’s work and, later on, of Vysotskii’s as 
well. Thus, we can assume that the different interactions between such phenomena as mass cul-
ture, poetry and song lies in the special perception of bards’ songs by Italian music critics, which 
ultimately led to an interest in the work of the Russian poets and bards.

Despite the fact that the ideological discourse is brought to the fore in other journals and 
newspapers, in the 1960s and 1970s La Stampa gave some space to the conformist–dissent di-
chotomy: in 1967, in an article about the music listened to in the USSR, Ennio Caretto talks about 
a ban on broadcasting Anglo-American songs and “songs by songwriters such as Okudzhava, full 
of pity and regret or causing protest” (3).

Undoubtedly, the publication of the collection by Zveteremich Canzoni russe di protesta and 
the conflicts generated by the Biennale del Dissenso in 1977 – which I will talk about later – ori-
ented Italian journalists, who were at ease placing emphasis on the ideological background and 
positioning of the writer in the Soviet cultural space.

However, it is at the Tenco Festival that the sociocultural issue was predominant in the Italian 
press: almost all Italian issues focused more Soviet singer than to the other winners, that is, Dave 
Van Ronk and Silvio Rodriguez, tending to place his participation in a political framework: 

Adaptation or dissent? Labels, especially when it comes to poorly understood cultural realities, are 
very untrue and often useless. The only thing that can be said for certain is that the good Bulat came to 
Sanremo with the blessing of the Moscow Writers’ Union, together with (at Rambaldi’s own insistence) 
an attaché for cultural relations between Italy and the USSR. (Serra 12)

Mario Baudino defined Okudzhava as a “nonconformist writer” but definitely not a “dissident 
writer”, and in his eyes he looked “like a great loner, a voice outside the chorus” (15).

A more direct and polarised narrative prevails in almost all the other newspapers, apart from 
La Stampa and Stampa Sera, that reported on Okudzhava’s performance at San Remo. Looking 
at the headlines of the articles, the bard is presented as an oppositionist, a dissident or a ‘poet 
against’. Another element in common in almost all the texts is the exceptionality of the event, 
with Soviet, American and Cuban artists performing on the same stage: “Cuban, Soviet, North 
American: a real inverted historical compromise, given that songwriting is a song of protest, con-
flict, never compromise. But Club Tenco knows how to do this and much more...” (Martelli), “San-
remo: in the name of Tenco, USSR and USA sing together” (Romana), “Russia and States make 
peace with music” (Maccario) to name just a few examples.

A reference to politics is also made in a statement by Amilcare Rambaldi, which can be inter-
preted as a call upon humanitarian values rather than as a political claim: “Song cannot make 
peace, but a little music is enough to promote acquaintance and mutual understanding between 
peoples” (Monticone 21).
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By and large, Italian criticism singled out the Russian songwriter’s singular existential stance 
and rightly interpreted the significance of his work as far from being purely political, but rather 
ethical. Okudzhava was not a dissident, although he related to dissidents, knew them and was 
friends with some. Nevertheless, he set himself a different task: not a direct confrontation with 
the authorities but an expression of his soul that can overcome geopolitical issues. 

The same position was shared by Aleksandr Galich (1918–1977), whose connection to Italy, in 
a sense, was very similar to Bulat Okudzhava’s reception, yet some differences should be noted 
when approaching paratextual material not strictly connected to his works, especially newspa-
per articles, the majority of whom were written during or right after Galich’s visit to Venice for 
the Biennale del Dissenso in 1977. The event took on even greater significance because it was the 
writer’s last public appearance before his death one month later in Paris.

Little information about Galich can be recovered at the beginning of the 1970s. On 1 December 
1970 in La Stampa Moscow correspondent Paolo Garimberti talked about the phenomenon of mag-
nitizdat, naming the best representatives of this new ‘genre’ – Vysotskii, Ancharov and Galich – com-
paring them with Western songwriters such as Bob Dylan, Joan Baez and De André. The journalist 
distinguished their finest satire from open and sharp dissent. However, he gave misleading informa-
tion about Galich’s biography by mentioning the long years he allegedly spent in the prison camps: 

Aleksandr Galich, who spent long years in ‘labour camps’ is the best known and least ‘liked’ of these 
‘minstrels of anti-Stalinism’ (his friends have called him the ‘Solzhenitsyn of music’). The rhythm of his 
ballads is slow and monotonous, very sad; his voice is low, deep, somewhat ghostly. But the words are 
harsh, cutting when they denounce the accomplices of the Stalinist crimes, who kept silent ‘out of fear 
or interest’. (3)

Three years later, the journalist described the repressive campaign against many intellectuals 
and Soviet elites who were bound to be exiled or imprisoned. Many newspapers were forced to 
shut down, human rights were more and more violated, and freedom of speech was almost re-
duced to zero. The expulsion of Galich from the Soviet Writers’ Union on 29 December 1971 was 
one of the many examples mentioned by Garimberti to prove the Soviet government’s crack-
down on those who did not align with official ideology (8).

Meanwhile, in Italy, Lia Wainstein10 reviewed Canzoni russe di protesta and confirmed that, at 
that time, only Bulat Okudzhava was known among Italian readers (14). Some share of this pop-
ularity came for Galich only in 1977, after his participation at the Biennale of Venice – one of the 
most prestigious expositions of the international art world – that “brought the unofficial contem-
porary cultures of Soviet bloc countries into sharp focus” (Sasvári 12).

10 Lia Wainstein was a European intellectual, active in Italy from the 1950s until the turn of the millennium. She was 
a Slavist translator and writer who published more than 1.200 writings including volumes, essays and press articles. 
Her constant focus, both intellectual and human, was on the Russian and Soviet worlds and the important part that 
Jewish culture and tradition played in them.
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The debates and controversies that accompanied the planning and realisation of the initiative 
made it a point of no return in relations between the USSR and Italy, a pivotal element in any 
analysis of the cultural and political dynamics between the two countries and, more generally, 
between the communist parties of Europe and the Eastern bloc. According to Simone Guagnelli, 
the Biennale del Dissenso can be considered “as much the fruit of an authentic path of support for 
the emerging forms of protest by Eastern European intellectuals, as an instrument of hegemonic 
politics concerning the left in our country” (319). The political message inside the very idea of a 
cultural exhibition dedicated to oppressed voices in Poland, Russia, Hungary, Czechoslovakia 
and other countries triggered a series of countermeasures by the Soviet government, including 
fierce accusations of anti-Soviet propaganda (Caccamo 123-29). However, “the Biennale was not 
only an instrument of Italian domestic political manipulation, but also represented an encour-
agement for those inside the USSR who dissented. In fact, the cause of dissent received great 
space and voice” (131). 

Information about Galich’s presence in the last part of the exhibition was confirmed by a num-
ber of newspapers that covered the event and by the publication of the 1977 Yearbook edited by 
the Historical Archive of Contemporary Arts in 1979, where details about the various concerts are 
given as follows: 

Music events. Among the cultural dissent events, those dedicated to music were divided into three 
different sets: two series of concerts by singer-songwriters and musicians from eastern countries, and 
a third consisting of seminars and round tables. The meetings under the title ‘Songwriters of Dissent’ 
with four ‘dissent’ songwriters and poets Wolf Biermann, Karel Kryl, Aleksandr Galich, and Aleksei 
Khvostenko were in some ways the most unexpected, unusual, and aroused as much if not more 
interest and audience participation than the ‘Sovetskaja Muzyka’ concerts. (Annuario 593)

For some reason, two pages later, it is said that the cycle of songwriters “ended, somewhat 
quietly”, but nonetheless, the meetings were successful: 

Four personalities differing in age, temperament, inspiration and style, but illustrated in a variety of 
production in the field of song and poetry that the acronym ‘dissent’ perhaps tended to schematise 
in a reductive manner, but even from this nominalistic cage they all escaped with the naturalness 
of freedom. Some general considerations were valid for all: the exclusion of any indulgence in any 
political exploitation of these performances (so much so that the presence of police squads outside 
the venues of such harmless performances was completely unjustified and anachronistic), the 
passionate participation of a predominantly international and cultured audience (one heard around 
them speaking more in Slavic and Russian languages than in Italian) of students, journalists, critics, 
artists and militants. All the récitals (songs and poems) were in the original language, but oral and 
sometimes even written translations of the texts were provided. (595)

Interestingly enough, almost all the daily newspapers that commented on the exhibition de-
fined Galich as ‘a songwriter’ and ‘a dissident’, two words that were highly despised by him and 
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his fellow writers.11 This is more relevant if we read the interview that Galich gave on 14 May 1977 
for Il Gazzettino di Venezia to Augusto Dell’Angelo, where the poet openly stated that he did not 
want to be called ‘dissident’, “a word that does not exist in our language. I prefer to be called re-
sistant, like millions of my compatriots” (Dell’Angelo 1).

However, it must be noted that the descriptions of the concert Galich gave on 3 December 
1977 focused more on his artistic quality than on the political aspect: 

What was most striking about Galic, however, was not only his subtle irony in recounting certain 
episodes that acted as ‘breaks’ in the songs, but above all his delicate poetry, ‘sung’ by a raspy but 
extremely penetrating and confidential voice to which the sound of the guitar, which the artist most 
lightly plays, played in the background. (Pugnaletto 3) 

Cesare Marchi shared the same opinion in his article for Milan-based Il Giornale nuovo: “They 
are compositions that, using the language of the street and the underground, represent a hu-
manity now frustrated now overwhelmed, the defeated and the overbearing, from the retired 
ex-convict who gets drunk in the dive bar to the obtuse party official” (5).

Such brief comments resonate also in the book Songs/Poems of dissent (Canzoni/poesie del 
dissenso), edited by Mario Corti e Gianlorenzo Pacini and published by Marsilio Editori,12 and it 
is likely that journalists drew inspiration from the preface of the volume, which came out in No-
vember 1977. In his text, Mario Corti gives a brief but exhaustive biography of Galich as a Soviet 
man and artist. Together with the analysis of Zveteremich, it is the only text in which Galich’s 
multifaceted mastery is thoroughly explained to the Italian reader/listener. 

It is peculiar that, in their articles, the journalists never mentioned the complexity of Galich’s 
songs: the literary references – mainly Pasternak, Maiakovskii and Brodskii, as Corti states (53-58) 
– and hints to everyday life often make them enigmatic (even to the post-1991 generation of Rus-
sian listeners), when not downright incomprehensible. Galich is certainly the least ‘accessible’ of 
the bards, the most cultured and tied to the literary tradition of his country. On the other hand, 
at the concert, the public was mostly of Russian-speaking people, and on the stage, Gianlorenzo 
Pacini translated the lyrics and Galich’s comments and remarks about his songs. 

The Italian press emphasised his ability to reach the listener, if only through his raspy voice 
or the expressiveness of his performance, as noted by Lucio Lami in his article written after the 
sudden death of poet on 15 December 1977 in his flat in Paris (Lami 5).

The tragic accident was reported by a large number of newspapers; some of them did not 
pay attention to Galich during the Biennale, such as the Catholic-inspired daily founded in 1968 

11 Okudzhava, Vysotskii and Galich generally disliked self-description, but when forced to, they considered them-
selves to be poets. Note that Okudzhava was also a prose writer, Vysotsky an actor and Galich a playwriter. For the 
terminological debate around ‘avtorskaia’, ‘bardovskaia’ and ‘samodeiatel’naia pesnia’ see De Florio, Il dissenso can-
tato in Unione Sovietica 109-13; Kulagin; Platonov; Bogomolov.
12 The volume was part of a series of 10 books that included material taken from the Biennale. See Bevilacqua 2.
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L’Avvenire. The newspaper did not cover Galich’s performance in Venice13 but after his death was 
interested in the Christian aspect of “one of Russia’s most prolific and generous intellectuals in 
exile” (3). By including an excerpt from the poem Stalin – in Italian Ave Maria – and a translation of 
Ascoltando Bach Listening to Bach, the anonymous journalist underlined how “Galic’s Christian 
discourse is also civically engaged, as the glimpses of Soviet reality alternating with stanzas of a 
religious stamp show” (18).14 Also La Gazzetta del Sud, a Messina-based newspaper, hosted Paolo 
Romani’s article about Galich’s tragic end (1977), where the journalist recalled an album record-
ed in 1974 by Galich in Oslo.15 

Finally, both La Stampa and Tuttolibri highlighted the difficulties of emigrant life for the artist, 
giving a more human portrait of the artist, though it is difficult to estimate whether the statement 
corresponded to the truth: “In Paris, Galic [sic] did not live well; he appeared sad, lonely, sick 
with nostalgia like other Soviet ‘dissidents’, strangers in an environment they do not understand, 
who often refuse to understand, jealous of their own language, guarded as a personal as well as 
a cultural identity’ (Patruno 26).

In 1978, the name of Aleksandr Galich appeared, this time postmortem, in the Italian press: 29 
July 1978 Tuttolibri mentioned some poems by Galich included in the fourth issue of Giancarlo 
Vigorelli’s journal La Nuova Europa16 (Guaraldo 11), but the last relevant mention was related to 
the publication of his novel Prova generale [Dress Rehearsal], which was published by Città Ar-
moniosa in 1978.17

In 1979, two reviews of the book came out, respectively, in April and May 1979. The first was 
published by Tuttolibri and signed by Giorgio Martellini, who significantly entitled the text Un 
menestrello contro i burocrati [A minstrel against the bureaucrats] and stressed Galich’s song pro-
duction while talking about his novel: “He put his message of protest in ballads full of rage and 
hope that he sang with the guitar: the ancient tradition of minstrels was renewed and his verses 
hit the mark much faster than essays and novels and being an oral performance, could avoid 
more easily the Soviet censorship” (14).

Lia Wainstein gave some details about Galich’s biography and made some general remarks on 
the book, but more importantly, for the first time, touched on the topic of his Jewish origin and 
the persecution of Soviet Jews in Soviet history. She briefly mentioned some concerts in Rome in 
1977, but it was not possible to retrieve any information about them.

13 This assumption is based on the research carried out so far in the newspaper’s archive.
14 Another article appeared in the daily on 17 December 1977 which quite emphatically reported the death of the 
dissent artist and exposer of truths. See L’Avvenire 17 December 1977, 3.
15 Un cri chuchoté. Chanté en russe par Alexander Galitch. Enregistré en 1974 aux studios Arne Bendiksen, Oslo, Nor-
vège 1974.
16 Giancarlo Vigorelli (1913–2005) was a writer, journalist and literary critic. He played a fundamental role in building 
diplomatic bridges among Europe’s writers and artists.
17 Dress Rehearsal was written by Aleksandr Galich in 1973, only a year before his forced emigration from the Soviet 
Union and four years before his tragic death. The novel has many autobiographical elements, but it reflects also on 
the psyche of Galich’s contemporaries and offers an insight into Soviet mentality.
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Finally, we find two little articles in La Stampa in the late 1980s, during the perestroika, when 
the circulation of the books censored up to that time became official again. The first text (1988) 
announces Galich’s rehabilitation by the Filmmakers’ Union: “Soviet screenwriter Aleksander 
Galich, who died in exile in France in 1977, was rehabilitated in the USSR by the Union of Film-
makers. A highly regarded screenwriter, Galich nevertheless owes his fame to his verses and 
songs in which he spoke bluntly about the crimes of Stalinism and betrayed hopes” (La Stampa, 
“Che fanno” 21). In the second article (1989), the journalist talks about the return of forbidden 
books to the USSR, starting from 15 August 1989, and it is curious that the columnist mentions 
Galich, together with Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Vasilii Grossman, whose popularity and rele-
vance to the literary canon were decidedly greater than that of the singer-songwriter: “From 15 
August next many of the books of forbidden will be able to be freely introduced into the USSR. 
This authors [including Solzenitsyn, Grossman and Galic] was announced by Soviet customs of-
ficials claiming to have received a ten-page long list of no longer taboo authors” (La Stampa, 
“Torneranno in Urss i libri proibiti” 4).

The figure of Galich that emerged from the vast array of press articles is, on the one hand, 
rather incomplete, linked only to musical production and missing his prose and theatrical texts. 
On the other hand, it should be noted that more space was given to the artist rather than to the 
dissident (who often remained confined to the title of the article). Despite the highly polemical 
and ideologised context in which the author came to be known to the Italian public, the critical 
and aesthetic aspects were almost never overlooked.

La Stampa confirmed itself as the newspaper being the most attentive to the singer-song-
writer phenomenon, with many articles dedicated to Galich and Okudzhava framed from an ar-
tistic and biographical point of view. The journalists involved in the building of the reception of 
the Soviet bards were different: for Galich, they were not experts in music studies, yet some of 
them were keen on Soviet and Russian culture, such as Lia Wainstein. Thanks to his performance 
in Sanremo, Okudzhava gained some popularity in the field of music, so experts like Michele 
Straniero paid more attention to him and his works. As can be seen from the collected material, 
journalists were actively involved in the few visits of Okudzhava and Galich in Italy. Their media 
coverage helped raise awareness of the singer-songwriter tradition. However, bards’ immense 
popularity at home cannot be replicated in Italy, where there was no strong Russian diaspora 
and the translation of songs was very limited. Therefore, the importance of such cultural phe-
nomenon could not be emphasised in Italy and remained the prerogative of a narrow circle of 
enthusiasts. The most significant research devoted to the two bards was carried out by experts in 
Slavic studies, such as Pietro Zveteremich or Mario Corti, or by the translators of their novels and 
short stories, but the majority of the Italian intellectual public remains unaware of this important 
literary-musical phenomenon.
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