
 

Music and Theatre 

Sasha Ilyukevich: dictatorship blues 

In the former Soviet Republic of Belarus, where Alexander Lukashenko has been in 
power since 1994, change is needed but the voices of dissent against Europe’s last 
dictator are few. Rob Dumas’s debut documentary, The Nonsense Express, portrays 
Sasha Ilyukevich as Belarus’s answer to Bob Dylan, although the 32-year-old 
“folk’n’roll” songwriter now lives in London and rejects the label of protest singer. 
After writing a string of politically charged songs, however, he found his music 
banned from radio play in his home country. 

“One song [“Son of the Motherland”] was a fable where I compare myself with a 
street dog, just barking with nobody understanding me,” he explains. “At the end, I 
say, ‘Well, maybe it’s good to be a milk cow so I can get looked after and milked and 
be part of that society, where you obey everything they say.’ I then start barking and 
mooing and it’s a contradiction – I’m questioning myself. Some KGB agents heard 
the song and forced it off the air. After that, they banned the rest of my songs.” 

As a response, he wrote “Kolya”, his most overtly political song to date, performed 
with his band, the Highly Skilled Migrants. It’s about President Lukashenko’s son, 
Nikolai, nicknamed Kolya, who, at the age of nine, is already considered the nation’s 
leader-in-waiting. 

“This boy goes everywhere with his father, to all the important meetings and military 
parades,” says Ilyukevich. “He’s visited the Pope, he’s met Hugo Chávez and once the 
former Russian president Dmitry Medvedev gave him a gun made of gold, because 
he collects guns.” 

In 2011, a journalist was detained by the Belarusian KGB for being in possession of a 
banner that read: ‘Where is Kolya’s mum?’ The identity and whereabouts of the boy’s 
mother is unclear, though she is believed to be the president’s former doctor. “It’s 
really strange and quite disturbing,” Ilyukevich adds. 

Last dance 

There’s a disturbing quality, too, to his song and accompanying video. Over a 
chugging electric rhythm guitar, Kolya’s name is angrily repeated, while animated 
images show faceless citizens, storm clouds, animals and soldiers. By moving from 
subtle criticism to outright expressions of dissent, Ilyukevich and his band have 
received what most emerging acts crave – media attention. Not all of it, however, has 
been welcome. 

“I had an interview on the BBC about [the song],” he says. “It was a Monday and I 
remember we had about 680 views on Youtube. The next day, we got over 20,000 
hits and it was all over the news in Ukraine and in Belarus. The same day, someone 
tried to hack into my Facebook, Twitter and Youtube accounts and I got quite a few 
insulting emails and comments. As a musician, you want to be heard but when this 



kind of song is heard and it’s all over the news, I don’t know if I should go to Belarus 
for the next few months.” 

It's not the first time Ilyukevich has got on the wrong side of the state-controlled 
Belarusian media. The Nonsense Express follows the band on their tour of Russia and 
Belarus in 2010. The hard luck tale of poorly attended gigs and broken instruments 
reaches its climax with the group travelling to Minsk and finally securing a big 
audience reaction – only it comes in the form of patients of the city’s mental health 
hospital. 

“A friend of mine worked there and invited us to play,” he explains. “They have very 
basic conditions; they don’t even have mattresses to sleep on – just wooden beds. 
But when we came, the people were so happy and welcoming, dancing and 
interacting with us. It was an amazing experience.” 

Unfortunately, not everyone saw it that way. A journalist who witnessed the concert 
wrote a stinging appraisal, which criticised the group's decision to interact with the 
patients. Soon afterwards, Ilyukevich's friend was sacked from her job and the studio 
where the gig had taken place was forced to close down. “These people are left out 
and the studio was where they would do painting, make dolls and try out different 
crafts,” laments Ilyukevich. “But they just closed it down. Our gig was the last event 
there.” 

	  


