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đ" pronounced as dj 

dž" pronounced as j (as in juice)
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1. Introduction 

The main aim of this dissertation is a pursuit of characteristics of “Balkan 
music” as it is construed and marketed by its composers and performers, and as 
it is perceived and appreciated by its various audiences. These issues are 
explored through a case-study revolving around the music of Goran Bregović, 
the self-declared Balkan music composer. The present chapter is structured into 
three sections, the first being dedicated to discussing my personal position in 
relation to Bregović’s music, with additional emphasis on methods of collecting 
information and gaining insight through participatory experience. The second 
section introduces some of the theoretical concepts used, in particular memetics 
which is applied in Chapters 4 and 5. The last section is devoted to the summary 
of the forthcoming chapters and the trajectories they follow.

1.1. Unlearning as a Way of Learning 
After moving from Serbia to the Netherlands in 2004, I experienced what is 

certainly very typical alienation and a feeling of distance from the new culture I 
encountered. Not unlike beginning with fieldwork (although in those days I was 
not aware that, in addition to being my new home, this new environment was 
also going to become “the field”), I was overwhelmed by mixed feelings about 
Dutch culture. Trying to reinvent myself in the new context and troubled by 
thoughts common to many immigrants (cf. Kristeva 1991), I was at first bothered 
and then intrigued by what I learned was the “other” status of my homeland, 
and reactions and opinions about it that spanned from mild ignorance, through 
fantasy, to downright prejudice. Attempting to find my bearings in this new 
situation, I reacted to everything that seemed (and sounded) familiar with an 
enhanced emotional response. This new sensitivity coincided with the increasing 
popularity of a specific excerpt of Balkan music that abounded in Amsterdam’s 
night and clubbing scene during that period, promoted as “Balkan” or “Gypsy1 
parties” (see 2.3). I was initially intrigued by the fact that this music, which I 

 1

1 The term Gypsy is used throughout this text – instead of the politically correct Roma or 
Romani – to refer to the group as imagined and consumed by worldwide audiences, 
rather than the members of the Romani ethnic group inhabiting any of the Balkan (or 
other) countries. Although on websites and in magazines the term is only occasionally 
capitalised (featuring “Gypsy” and “gypsy” as synonyms), in this dissertation the term 
will be used in capitalised form (except in quotes). The same approach is applied in other 
academic texts dealing with the (musical) representation of Roma, e.g. Silverman 2012.



used to dislike in my pre-immigrant life, this time triggered in me an altered 
response. What I later recognised in Kiossev’s writing as an irresistible appeal of 
the (aesthetically) “undesirable” music (2005), I first experienced at very 
corporeal and sensuous (as opposed to intellectual) level. This same music, to 
which I had been (unwillingly and indifferently) exposed since childhood and 
which, if anything, triggered my disapproval rather than interest, was suddenly 
transformed into something else before my immigrant eyes (and ears). One 
reason was that I was turning into someone else, but another reason was also 
that this music, recontextualised and played in Dutch clubbing venues, was 
likewise transformed into a different aural experience. During these events I 
witnessed music’s power to enable people to engage in a type of sophisticated 
role-play, enabling them to “rehearse identities, stances, and social 
relations” (Lipsitz 1994: 137). 

After my initial un-reflexive and immediate response to the music, my 
second impression was astonishment at the events I attended. Their popularity 
among the Dutch attendants puzzled me. Instead of (what I expected would be) 
gatherings of immigrants and Yugo-nostalgists (which was a scene I had become 
already familiar with, during my earlier studies in Vienna), what I encountered 
were numerous Dutch adolescents,2 embracing the very element of the events 
that I found the least convincing: the construed, invented “Balkans” as an 
umbrella-term encompassing everything from Soviet-style communist-themed 
events, to “authentic” village music from the region, to politicised concerts 
dealing with war traumas and reconciliation, to Gypsy-punk parties and 
beyond. This is what initially triggered my own Balkan fascination (cf. Laušević 
2007), and what was the main motivation behind this research. Another vector in 
my research trajectory was the revelation that what was being understood under 
the “Balkan music” label sometimes significantly differed from the wealth of 
traditional musical practices of the area – in the way that some musical features 
were transformed, some emphasised, and yet others omitted altogether. 
Understanding the reasons behind what I felt was a narrowed and somewhat 
distorted representation bolstered my motivation to pursue this project. 

In time I came to realise that a considerable percentage of tracks I had the 
opportunity to hear during the parties was released by Goran Bregović, who up 
to that time was in my eyes no more than yet another artist trying to benefit from 
the exposure of the former Yugoslavia in the media during the 1990s. What 
initially struck me was that he had emphatically linked his international image 
with the image of the Balkans (which I responded to for my personal – 
immigrant – reasons). My curiosity increased after a meeting with a friend from 
Belgrade, a former member of Bregović’s choir, who burned for me a CD with all 
his international releases, which I was not aware of. Listening to this CD and 
realising the extent of the use of quotes in his music, woven as an intricate web 

2

2  This category represents a subset of the demographic structure of typical Western 
European and American listeners of Roma music, as observed by Silverman: she 
describes them as “middle- or upper-class, from eighteen to forty years of age, well 
educated, with liberal leanings” (2012: 252). 



of intertextual nodes connected by bits of original material, I decided to inquire 
further into his oeuvre and try to clarify to myself why Bregović’s music enjoys 
such a popularity. Interestingly, I was later asked on several occasions (by 
friends and colleagues “at home”) to justify my choice of the dissertation topic 
and my interest in Bregović’s music, since he has a dubious reputation in 
intraregional academic circles, and is often perceived as behaving 
opportunistically and misrepresenting authentic Balkan musics for profit. 

After several years of thriving (peaking in 2006-7, when weekly events 
were organised in venues such as Amsterdam’s Melkweg and Paradiso), the 
Balkan-craze slowly began to fade. At the time that these lines were being 
written (November 2012) the “Last Balkan party” was announced in Utrecht, 
inviting club-goers to lose themselves in the presence of Balkan music for one 
last time. Although this was not literally the last organised event dedicated to 
this music, and the Balkan trope is still used and well-recognised by the 
audience, nowadays Balkan sounds are most likely to be heard blended with 
other sounds from Elsewhere, at generic “world groove” parties. The rise and 
fall of the popularity of this music is explicable partly through the natural 
process of saturating a market that is always in search for exotic novelties, and 
partly as the consequence of a personal decision by the main Dutch “Balkan” DJ 
who decided to move away from the Netherlands, which significantly slowed 
down the style’s impetus. The timing of this writing hence provides a 
convenient retrospective position, from which it is possible to examine 
Bregović’s music in the context of Balkan music’s popularity, or lack thereof.

This thesis deals with the music of Goran Bregović as the self-described 
“Balkan music composer,” arguably the most popular musician who subscribes 
to this label. By performing mainly in front of non-Balkan audiences, Bregović is 
in a position to represent the region to those unfamiliar (or only partly familiar) 
with its geography, culture, history and music. However, rather than challenging 
or reinterpreting Balkan stereotypes (which have persisted in the Western 
European public imagery for over a century, as I will discuss in Chapter 2), the 
analysis of his music and statements will show that he is mainly reinforcing 
them. As the forthcoming chapters will reveal, Bregović’s music revives selected 
elements of Balkan music traditions that conform to the international audience’s 
stereotypical perception of the region and meet their expectations of what 
Balkan music should sound like. It should be stressed, however, that Balkan 
stereotypes are by no means perpetuated in their negative version only; on the 
contrary, most of the allure of the style stems from positive characteristics 
attributed to traditional culture and to an exoticised archetypical mentality 
assigned to the region’s inhabitants. 

The main corpus of information analysed in this text comes from the music 
released by Bregović, corroborated by my own participant observation. As a 
method for acquiring information, fieldwork (defined so as to include “all of the 
expanding, shifting sites where culture is produced, disseminated, and 
consumed” – Cooley et al. 2008: 93) is the basic pillar of the cultural analysis of 
music, which crucially distinguishes it from other sub-disciplines of music 
studies. However, my research only partially rests on this pillar, the other crucial 
 3



ingredient being the music analysis conducted in Chapter 4 (see below). I 
decided to circumscribe my analytical focus on music released during two 
decades of Bregović’s international career, from its beginning in 1990 to 2010. His 
post-2010 releases, although still very relevant to my discussion, nevertheless 
continue in the same (stylistic, compositional) direction and their inclusion 
would therefore not yield significant new insights. My thesis operates on the 
basic axiomatic assumption that there is such a style as “Balkan music” (“style” 
referring here to the “manner of articulation of musical gestures” – Moore 2001: 
441), and understood as a cluster of determinable (musical) traits (or gestures). I 
will argue later in this text that these musical traits create expectations with the 
audience, which in turn create a feedback loop with the musicians who are hence 
compelled to produce music with exactly these traits, in order for that music to 
be recognised according to expectations. Another basic assumption underlying 
this study (see Chapter 5) is that the music perceived as genuinely Balkan is 
consumed in the presence of a range of (non-musical) notions about the Balkans, 
which mutually authenticates and legitimises both this music and these notions 
as being representative and authentic. 

My new positive response to Bregović’s music was, as mentioned before, 
very different from my pre-diasporic reaction to the same tunes. During my 
childhood in Yugoslavia, which coincided with the period of peaking popularity 
of Bregović’s folk-rock band The White Button, my exposure to his music was 
limited to random television broadcasts and social events, whereas my (and my 
family’s) preference was for other music styles. As I discuss in 3.1, the reputation 
of many domestic bands that were flirting with folk music reflected the negative 
reputation of the so-called newly-composed folk music, which was in many 
urban homes regarded as kitschy and of low-quality. In addition, in an 
environment where freedom of speech was often limited, choosing not to 
consume certain mass culture products (such as newly-composed folk music, 
whose reputation of a cheap product also reflected on The White Button’s music) 
was a form of silent protest and even a tacit political statement. In result, my pre-
diasporic experience of Bregović’s music was deliberately limited, as I tried to 
navigate my cultural consumption away from music I did not like or connect 
with. At the same time, The White Button’s popularity in the SFRY was so 
immense that I was bound to become familiar with their artistic output over the 
years. 

Decades later, as I renegotiated my new personal as well as research 
relationship to Bregović’s music, I became interested in the appeal of this music 
to Dutch listeners, and this is where I encountered my first barrier, not dissimilar 
from many others undertaking live research: the question whether it is possible 
to ever understand someone else’s way of generating meaning from sound. 
Initially I attempted to put myself in the shoes of Dutch listeners, who were for 
the most part unaware of (and not interested in) the cultural background of 
Bregović’s music. During my research, including (or especially) while 
conducting music analysis, I sometimes attempted to put aside some of my 
previously acquired insights, which I felt would hinder me from experiencing 
this music as a Dutch listener would. According to my (virtual and real) 
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interactions with the attendants of Bregović’s concerts, the perception of his 
music was for them tightly intertwined with an array of stereotypical 
assumptions about the Balkans, which I was only partly aware of. While for 
many researchers what hinders them to truly immerse themselves in the music 
they research is their background in their native (often Western) music, here I 
needed to untie all the intertextual connections generated over my decades of 
building insights into the music that I was trying to understand. In order to 
experience Bregović’s music at the parties in a similar way as my (as-of-recently) 
fellow-Dutchmen, I did not need to learn: I needed to unlearn. 

Another element of the parties that I found fascinating was the intricate 
dynamics between those role-playing as “native” and “non-native” attendees. 
What it meant to be a “native,” the one with an inside knowledge, reversed 
abruptly at the entrance of each clubbing venue. Encapsulated within a city 
where I was a stranger, there it was, a skewed version of “home,” even though I 
would never have associated myself with this home, were I not previously been 
displaced from it. During these events, my roles of being an outsider and insider 
were continuously interacting and even conflicting, while at the same time, the 
Dutch attendees listened to the same music and enjoyed consuming their own 
version of the Balkans, at best mildly interested in (and at worst utterly ignorant 
about) the multitude of Balkan music practices. This position, which is by no 
means unique to my experience but rather applies to many a research by an 
immigrant and/or in immigrant settings, collapsed the outdated emic/etic 
dichotomy from the very outset of my research. The studies I read about doing 
fieldwork “at home” (such as Stock and Chiener 2008), although otherwise 
helpful, provided but a partial insight into this particular issue, as I was not at 
home in my new home, and yet the music I encountered was at the same time 
familiar and unfamiliar (see also Mijatović 2003: 6, who found a way to benefit 
from the simultaneous “distance from and familiarity with the situation”). My 
personal situation of multiple roles, and especially witnessing “own” culture as 
being represented, reconstructed, reinvented for the “foreign” culture, is to my 
knowledge untypical and is rarely tackled in contemporary (practical or 
theoretical) ethnomusicological discussions. Eventually I learned how to 
embrace and benefit from my role-playing, shape-shifting position. Depending 
on the context, I managed to strategically position myself along various “axes of 
differentiation” (Braidotti 1994: 4): as an immigrant or native, outsider or insider, 
researcher or the researched, Yugo-nostalgic, Balkan alien, even an academic 
alien in a smoky and loud environment that was not forthcoming to my attempts 
to discuss with other party attendees some of the issues I was interested in. Since 
my experience of Bregović’s music spans almost three decades, in my writing 
about that music my subjectivity likewise shifts from that of a pre-diasporic 
native, to an immigrant, to that of an academic and back. Furthermore, as my 
target readership for this dissertation does not necessarily share my cultural 
background, my writing also changes from an inside perspective to the one of an 
interpreter or curator. 

Similarly, and as a reflection of my own troublesome identity negotiation, 
these two roles (of a foreigner and native) traded places at the entrance to every 
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party venue, and were performatively enacted by the party visitors. Outside the 
venues, the South-East Europeans were foreigners struggling with their 
immigrant identities whereas inside, the Dutch were the spectators, interacting 
with (a version of) native Balkan culture. In a subsequent conversation with the 
most popular Balkan Beat DJ in the Netherlands, he confirmed my thesis about 
the Dutch and Balkan visitors being mirrored in the other’s perception. When I 
asked him what the purpose was of marketing the parties among Balkan 
immigrants when their major target group were in fact Dutch adolescents, he 
replied that without Balkan participants, it’s gonna be just a gimmick.3  This 
important role of authenticating the Balkan experience as real, as genuine, 
revealed to me some of the intricacies of role-playing and identity negotiations 
performed at Balkan parties. Building on the assumption that party attendees 
were for the most part looking for a consumable, pre-packaged portion of the 
Exotic, and only tangentially interested in this particular Elsewhere, this role-
playing resonates with Laušević’s observation that the Balkan scene in the US is 
about (American) Balkan music fans, “not about the Balkans – about ‘us’ not 
about ‘them’” (2007: 239).

As mentioned above, my “pre-fieldwork” (Stock and Chiener 2008) in fact 
started years ago, through exposure to Bregović’s music while I was growing up. 
This experience gave me a unique opportunity to perceive his concerts decades 
later in a way shared neither with my fellow concert attendees, nor with other 
academic researchers. Contemplating my personal perception of his music, I 
wondered how relevant my insights would be, and whether my familiarity with 
Bregović’s early oeuvre would mean I was more informed to draw any sort of 
conclusion about his contemporary practice. This concern is noted in other 
accounts of fieldwork preceded by an extensive immersion in the music culture: 
“Ethnomusicologists certainly value the role of personal experience in 
developing a fieldwork project, but a writer’s reliance on a base of experience 
accumulated prior to training in the full niceties of ethnomusicological fieldwork 
can raise questions as to how far the account represents wider realities in the 
society in question” (ibid: 118). As discussed above, the fact that I was 
comparatively much more informed about the background of Bregović’s music 
(in relation to most of Dutch party attendees) made me realise that my 
perception of what was going on at the parties would be highly untypical and 
therefore unrepresentative. I would probably miss some details of Balkan 
(musical) stereotypes that I took for granted as I was intimately familiar with 
them. What was certain, in any case, was that one did not need  to have any 
deeper insight into the music played at the parties, in order for that music to 
fulfil a role of nightclub entertainment. At the same time, the casual and 
uninformed manner of consumption of this style was something I could not 
replicate, as much as I could not “switch off” my own ears or memory while 
processing the sound, or stop my mind for incessantly creating intertextual links 
with earlier renditions of Bregović’s tunes. After a phase of a certain frustration, 
in time, however, I grew to realise that if someone else were to write this text, I 

6
3 Conversation held with DJ Tommi on 12 March 2009.



could have been their informant, precisely for my insight into Bregović’s pre-
international oeuvre. That is ultimately how I tried to approach my past self and 
tap into my previous awareness about Bregović and his music, accepting and 
taking my insights as equally relevant as the ones coming from the Dutch 
participants in the scene. To the range of positions I strategically assumed during 
this research (as mentioned above), I added another role, that of research 
interlocutor. 

The circumstances of doing research in a club setting posed an additional 
set of practical problems: how to conduct research in a loud, dark and smoky 
environment with (sometimes drunk) participants who were utterly 
uninterested in verbalising their own perception of the music we were hearing? 
My efforts to discuss issues of authorship, representation, appropriation, 
authenticity and the like were met with all but complete indifference. A club or 
live concert environment (as a “field”) poses a specific challenge to the 
researcher, as conventional interview techniques prove to be less effective. The 
most productive technique seems to be participant observation, although it is 
less helpful when it comes to acquiring information about concert attendants’ 
opinions of the music. This information can be gathered only indirectly, by 
following audience’s reaction (as a group) to particular tunes or events on the 
stage. Nevertheless, such an approach can show only the outside manifestation 
of one’s reaction to a particular music, rather than how one perceives it 
(although verbal information offers an equally unsatisfying approximation). 
Lacking an opportunity to conduct an actual open-ended interview (in a loud 
and distracting environment), for a brief period4  I used a questionnaire 
technique in addition to participant observation, in order to tease out audience’s 
statements about Balkan music. Furthermore, and in accordance with my 
intention to focus on production (rather than reception) of Balkan stereotypes, I 
conducted interviews with DJs performing at Balkan parties. My attempts at 
interviewing the biggest Balkan DJ (Shantel, from Germany) having failed, I 
have managed to obtain interviews with several of the local (Dutch) DJs, who 
took the time to give me valuable input. However, after deciding to base this 
study on the music of Goran Bregović, I realised that this focus did not leave 
room for a deeper analysis of the DJs’ statements, which is something I intend to 
pursue further in a separate study. Nevertheless, it is worth briefly noting that 
the statements by local producers and marketers of Balkan music about the 
context in which Bregović’s music is performed are in line with the conclusions 
stemming from my analysis. Similarly, inasmuch as this is a study of production 
and replication of stereotypes (rather than their perception and consumption), 
the audience’s voice is likewise left out, and is only tangentially included.

 7

4 During several parties, I handed out leaflets to other attendees containing a link to an 
online survey, with a kind request to fill it in after the event, yielding an average of 2 up 
to 3 answers per event. The survey was loosely based on a paper questionnaire used by 
Laušević 2007. However, since I used the survey technique only temporarily, it did not 
ensure the consistency and comparative perspective of gained results. Therefore, the 
questionnaire itself as well as the audience’s comments acquired in this way are not 
included in this dissertation.



Another way to overcome the inconveniences of the clubs as a research 
environment was to include cyber (virtual) fieldwork, which indeed gave an 
abundant account of what is understood under the Balkan music label. Besides 
giving insight into Bregović’s discourse constructed and disseminated through 
his numerous interviews, it also provided additional information by being a 
source of tunes (via peer-to-peer networks). Furthermore, concert 
announcements, fans’ statements and their discussions on various forums 
dedicated to this music filled a gap created by difficulties in conducting “live” 
interviews, and provided valuable information about the discourse revolving 
around Bregović and his music. Video recordings of concerts (available on 
websites such as YouTube) provided a comparative opportunity which 
confirmed my conclusions stemming from events I personally attended (for 
instance, by being able to observe his repeated quirks and rehearsed 
“spontaneity”; for the list of attended concerts, see Appendix 4). They were also 
informative in the sense of providing a comparative perspective in terms of the 
selection and sequence of tunes, and especially the audience’s reaction to specific 
tunes or Bregović’s words and actions. Finally, many musicians (including 
Bregović himself) have websites and make their (audio and video) recordings 
available for promotional purposes, which was a rich source of information 
about the musical context in which Bregović’s music is promoted and consumed. 

The next hurdle in my research was my (already noted) personal reaction 
to (the music of) Goran Bregović. As mentioned previously, my first post-
emigrant contact with his music being through Balkan parties, my initial intense 
reaction stemmed from my position of an immigrant troubled with identity 
issues and burdened by Yugo-nostalgia. At first I had an ambivalent reaction to 
what I decided to study, and had to overcome a certain sense of uneasy 
discomfort at enjoying the music I used to dislike in my pre-diasporic life. 
Initially only vaguely realising my ambivalence towards my research topic, I 
became aware of it in the course of my work, when I caught myself disbelieving 
the popularity Bregović enjoyed among his international audiences. I also 
wondered whether my writing would suffer from negative prejudice, stemming 
from my previous opinions which were inextricably intertwined with 
intraregional (academic and public) discourse.

At the same time, and as I discuss at length in Chapter 5, this difference in 
meanings generated by different listening audiences (myself included) proves 
Frith’s statement that “there is no such thing as bad music. Music only becomes 
bad music in an evaluative context” (Frith 2004: 14 – emphasis in original). 
Equally, though, it shows that the opposite also stands – that music also becomes 
good in an appropriate environment, rather than possessing some intrinsic 
aesthetic value. Bregović’s double role of the curator, as well as the “authentic” 
Balkan native, resolves the tensions and frictions in the discourse revolving 
around him: on the one hand, he is (inter-regionally) praised as a world music5 
megastar, but at the same time (intra-regionally) criticised for promoting a 
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5  In this dissertation,  the term “world music” is used to refer to the commodified 
international pop style, rather than the wealth of the world’s musics.



version of the Balkans that corroborates centuries-old stereotypes. In conclusion, 
my thesis is not born out of a deep appreciation and personal awe for the exotic 
music of Elsewhere: it is more a text resulting from intellectual curiosity, to 
reveal the inner mechanisms of a music too popular to be ignored. However, I 
believe that the awareness of my personal reaction to the implications of 
Bregović’s multiple role, instead of debilitating my research lens, made me 
conscious and additionally sensitive to the ethical connotations of his artwork, 
and especially to his double role assumed towards his intra- and interregional 
audiences. It also helped me address an otherwise counterintuitive claim, 
namely that one can also enjoy the music one considers of low artistic quality, 
which is a feedback I received from many party attendants who instead 
appreciated this music for its perceived kitschiness and parodic value. 

Another practical problem I experienced during my research was the lack 
of access to Bregović himself. Enjoying the celebrity status over the last several 
decades, Bregović did not respond to my attempts to meet with him in person. 
My efforts to obtain an interview with him through several private 
acquaintances who were surrounding his career as band members, arrangers or 
managers, resulted in one short meeting after which he agreed to provide 
additional information through his assistant; however, this was sadly never 
realised as my further inquiries were ignored. His contacts with journalists 
mostly hinge on a chance for media exposure, which is probably the reason 
behind many of his interviews being available online (as transcripts or video 
excerpts). At the same time, to my knowledge he has not considered worthwhile 
the fact that someone was writing a book-length study on him and his music. 
However, given the amount of available information about Bregović and his 
music, my lack of access to him (which is hardly unique to my project and is also 
observed in other research settings – e.g. Cooley et al. 2008: 94) did not 
significantly hinder my research, as I realised that there was not much I could 
ask Bregović that he had not already been asked, including – what I was most 
interested in – detailed questions about the intricacies of his composing process. 
In fact, I even suspected that with such ever-repeated questions I would be 
treated as yet another inane journalist or fan, and be ignored in being given an 
answer, which is ultimately what happened when I attempted to follow up on 
our agreement to send me scores of his orchestrations. This entire dissertation, 
therefore, lacks the personal statement by its main protagonist, but is 
nevertheless deeply permeated by his words, in the extent that a personal(ised) 
interview could not have surpassed. 

1.2. On Cultural Evolution: Enter Memetics 
This section discusses the theoretical framework applied in Chapters 4 and 

5, namely memetics. Despite occasional criticisms raised against this paradigm 
(see below), I propose that it is a useful tool in discussing the ways that 
Bregović’s music developed over his decades-long career. As a consequence of 
its appeal, which also resonates with some of my personal opinions, within this 
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study memetics is applied as a heuristic device, with an open-ended attempt to 
test its applicability. In this endeavour, I was encouraged by Bal who protests 
agains the delimitations of the field and methods applied in cultural studies: “by 
selecting an object, you question a field. Nor are its methods sitting in a toolbox 
waiting to be applied; they, too, are part of the exploration” (2002: 4 – emphasis 
in original). As memetics is criticised in some areas of the broad academic field, 
its main tenets are extensively introduced in the following pages. It should be 
stressed that memetics falls on a fertile ground within the study of music, even if 
not specifically referred to. For example, Tenzer states that “it is music’s nature 
to fuse, recombine, and proliferate like genes. Musicians and composers, witting 
or unwitting, acting independently or constrained by beliefs and institutions, are 
the matchmakers in these reproductive sonic trysts” (2006: 17). Another musical 
aspect that readily yields to memetic interpretation is the idea of musical 
transmission, transcending the view which prioritises composer’s intention or 
original vision, and moving towards the view which understands music events 
in relation to (and contingent on) other events (Cook 2003: 206). 

Chapter Four opens with a discussion about postmodernism, especially its 
emphasis on fragmentation and intertextuality which in turn connects to 
Bregović’s ongoing recycling as his main compositional process. My position 
here differs from Jan’s who contrasted organicism (the idea that culture can be 
analysed using paradigms stemming from biological sciences) and 
postmodernism (“with its celebration of fragmentation, multiple readings and 
the anti-structural and anti-hierarchic” – 2007: XI). In contrast, this text shows 
how Bregović’s music, understood as an exemplary world music phenomenon, 
as postmodern and fragmentary as it is, still can yield many useful insights 
when an organicist paradigm (namely memetics) is applied. In fact, it yields to 
the memetic concept precisely because of its incessant self-quoting and propensity 
towards collage. The creation and proliferation of his music, I propose, operates 
according to memetic mechanisms, which does not conflict with the postmodern 
writing (especially intertextuality).

Many of the scholars who wrote about memetics emphasise as one of its 
first tenets that culture evolves in a way similar to biological organisms (at least 
as believed by the majority of the academic community). Although the concept 
of cultural evolution (and its very name) was (ab)used by supporters of the 
theories of social evolutionism and genetic determinism (Cross 2003: 21; see also 
2.1.2. on its contribution to Balkanism), an important distinction should be 
made: the concept of cultural evolution as such does not presuppose 
deterministic progression. The outdated idea of teleological, unilinear, 
progressionist cultural development is the reason that the idea of cultural 
evolution was given an undervalued treatment by the humanities (especially 
anthropology), whereas it has been given more attention within the natural 
sciences (cf. Mesoudi et al. 2006: 331, 372). Mesoudi et al. conclude their review 
article with an appeal for the reinstating of the concept of cultural evolution: 
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Perhaps the modern theory of cultural evolution has now reached the stage where 
it has shed the historical baggage acquired by (inappropriate) associations with 
erroneous nineteenth-century progressive conceptualisations, or twentieth-
century human sociobiological arguments. Hopefully, social scientists will now 
accept that cultural evolution is not synonymous with genetic or biological 
determinism, that it does not foster prejudice or support political or ideological 
arguments, that biology is not simple and well-understood relative to culture, and 
that, while there are differences between the processes that underpin biological 
and cultural change, the parallels are sufficiently real to be worth taking seriously 
(ibid: 375).

In other words, cultural evolution (as it is used in contemporary sources, 
and as it is used in this study) does not imply any hierarchical distinction 
between cultures of the present and the past, and certainly not between cultures 
from one part of the world (usually in the Western hemisphere) and from 
elsewhere. Rather, it is the simple notion that cultures change over time. One of 
the biggest supporters of memetics, philosopher Daniel Dennett, argues: “There 
is no denying that there is cultural evolution, in the Darwin-neutral sense that 
cultures change over time, accumulating and losing features, while also 
maintaining features from earlier ages” (1995: 345). Similarly, Gatherer contends 
that the culture’s “property of variable rates of change over time and an overall, 
if erratic, tendency towards increasing complexity has many parallels with 
biological evolution” (1997: 75; see also Distin 2005: 3). Even if cultures are 
generally regarded as having an increasing complexity over time (as Levinson 
does in 2005: 20-21), this claim still says nothing about these cultures’ superiority 
over their precedents, which effectively annihilates the criticisms that memetics 
allows the return of social evolutionary ideas. 

The term meme was coined by the biologist Richard Dawkins, who used it 
for the first time in his 1976 book The Selfish Gene (Dawkins 1989 [1976]). In this 
book he developed the idea of a biological unit of replication which is 
responsible for Darwinian evolution. At the end of the book, he emphasised one 
“general principle that is true of all life ... one fundamental principle. This is the 
law that all life evolves by the differential survival of replicating entities” (ibid., 
191-192). Evolution, according to him and other neo-Darwinians, is driven by 
these replicating units and their “selfish” survival urges. The famous maxim 
attributed to Darwin (although in fact proposed by Spencer), “survival of the 
fittest,” presupposes three basic cornerstones of evolution: variation, which is 
necessary in order for the selection to take place, and the subsequent replication of 
the fittest unit. The survival rate of each replicative unit, according to Dawkins 
(ibid: 194), hinges on its relative longevity (in itself and its copies – descendants), 
copying-fidelity (accuracy of the copying process, which enables for the 
descendant copy to be a veritable copy of the antecedent) and fecundity 
(propensity to create copies of themselves). 

Dawkins’ next conclusion was that if the system of evolution by 
differential replicating is universal, it follows that there must exist an analogy 
between biological and cultural evolution. Hypothesising further, he postulated 
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the meme as the unit of cultural replication which is responsible for cultural 
evolution. In the often-quoted paragraph, he mentions music as an example of 
memes:

Examples of memes are tunes,  ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways of 
making pots or of building arches. Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene 
pool by leaping from body to body via sperms or eggs,  so memes propagate 
themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via a process which, 
in the broad sense, can be called imitation. ... When you plant a fertile meme in my 
mind you literally parasitize my brain, turning it into a vehicle for the meme’s 
propagation in just the way that a virus may paratisitize the genetic mechanism of 
a host cell (ibid: 192).

Initially, Dawkins himself was sceptical about the scientific merits of meme 
theory, claiming that “its main value may lie not so much in helping us to 
understand human culture as in sharpening our perception of genetic natural 
selection” (1999 [1982]: 112). Although in the second edition of The Selfish Gene he 
repeated this view by stating in a footnote that his purpose in introducing 
memes was “to cut the gene down to size, rather than to sculpt a grand theory of 
human culture” (1989 [1976]: 323), his idea was gradually picked up by a range 
of scholars from different disciplines (from evolutionary biology to psychology 
to philosophy to computer sciences) who elaborated memetics as a theoretical 
concept that purports to explain cultural evolution, from development of 
language to urban myths and beyond. 

The basic tenets of memetics are as follows. Biological evolution is 
considered as being a consequence of natural selection. Dawkins famously 
identified genes as the units of natural selection, which he defined as 
“differential survival of genes” (1999 [1982]: 18). This was a revolutionary 
statement which introduced the idea of what he called the “selfish gene” as the 
unit of evolution, in contrast to the contemporary discussion of evolution at the 
level (and in the interest) of individual organisms or groups of organisms (or 
even species). Instead, Dawkins stated that the ultimate beneficiaries of 
evolution are not individual organisms (or groups, or species), but bits of genetic 
information that are selected for replication on the basis of their phenotypic 
effects on their carriers (i.e. the organisms in which they reside).6
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6 For instance, the phenotypic effect of a particular (group of) gene(s) in an animal might 
have been sharper eyesight,  stronger limbs or longer ears – which might have affected 
the animal’s chances to catch prey, or survive without becoming prey.  The animals that 
increased their chances of survival in that way were the animals that succeeded in 
mating, and therefore copying their genetic material to the next generation, hence 
replicating further the gene(s) for that particular trait (1989 [1976]). This confirms 
Shennan’s view that “despite the numerous attacks on the idea of memes as replicators 
encouraging their own reproduction, it is emphatically the case ... that whether or not 
people reproduce particular traits depends on the specific characteristics of the traits 
themselves” (2011: 1072).



Memetics postulates an analogous mechanism for cultural evolution. The 
cultural realm abounds in “units of information” or memes, as defined by 
Dawkins (1999 [1982]: 109), that are spreading through the population. Not 
unlike viruses, those units that succeed in being replicated by their hosts will 
increase their survival rate, which might not have anything to do with the effects 
on their hosts. The way the meme gets replicated is by imitation:

If we define memes as transmitted by imitation then whatever is passed on by this 
copying process is a meme. Memes fulfil the role of replicator because they exhibit 
all three of the necessary conditions, that is, heredity (the form and details of the 
behaviour are copied), variation (they are copied with errors, embellishments or 
other variations), and selection (only some behaviours are successfully copied). 
This is a true evolutionary process (Blackmore 1999: 51). 

Imitation results in copies that can be more or less accurate variations 
(mutations) of the ancestor meme. In comparison to biological evolution, 
memetic replication is prone to mutation at a much higher level and rate, which 
is a point that is of crucial relevance for the world’s extraordinary diversity of 
cultural forms, including music. 

On the topic of scientific validity of memetics Dennett wrote that “whether 
or not the meme meme replicates successfully is strictly independent of its 
epistemological virtue; it might spread in spite of its perniciousness, or go 
extinct in spite of its virtue” (1995: 364). This rigorous application of memetic 
model to the survival value of memetics itself resonates with numerous other 
statements that condone, somewhat ironically, that a meme’s survival might not 
have anything to do with its “truth, elegance or other values” (Distin 2005: 187; 
see also 58-59). Blackmore concurs, and states that “memes may be successful in 
spreading largely because they are memorable rather than because they are 
important or useful” (Blackmore 1999: 57). This is testified by our daily life: there 
are countless examples of untrue, but shocking or bizarre, stories being spread 
(replicated) at an exponential rate. Another example, from music realm, might be 
the so-called earworms (Halpern and Bartlett 2011; see also Levitin 2006: 155), 
sound bits that temporarily “infect” one’s brain and spread, almost contagiously, 
from one individual to another. The reason is that, like the unit of biological 
evolution is the gene (rather than an individual organism), the unit of memetic 
evolution is the meme itself, rather than its carrier.7  The genes/memes aim to 
improve their own survival chances by replicating, and only incidentally 
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7  The comparative advantage of memetics (in relation to other models of cultural 
analysis) therefore lies in its power to explain the spreading of dangerous trends, those 
that would otherwise be positively harmful for the biological organism that perpetuates 
it. If it were genetic evolution alone, the genes that would be responsible for the life-
threatening behaviour would not survive long in the gene-pool, because the carriers of 
such genes would simply fail to procreate successfully enough in order to ensure the 
replication of their genes to the next generation. In contrast, memetics offers a model 
how such – biologically detrimental – ideas can nevertheless thrive in the meme-pool.



improve the survival chances of their carrier (or, to use Dawkins’ term, their 
“vehicle”). Similarly, this can explain the relative success of music styles such as 
Balkan Beat (see 2.3) that are (even by their listeners) sometimes considered as 
being of low quality (as stated previously). 

Most authors on memetics (e.g. Distin 2005: 57) emphasise that the 
replication of a meme depends on its context, or in other words its environment: 
a meme – for example, for eating certain food or using a certain spice – which 
thrives in one culture would die out in another. Some memes are replicated as 
sub-segments of the so-called “co-adapted meme complexes” or, abbreviated, 
memeplexes (Blackmore 1999: 19). In other words, the memetic environment is 
of crucial significance for a meme’s replicative success (Dennett 1995: 355). For 
new (or variant/mutant) memes, the concept of internal conceptual coherence 
applies: they “must fit easily into the pre-existing meme pool, and be able to 
function in the context of memes already in use” (Gatherer 1997: 79). Writing 
from the perspective of cognitive psychology, Blackmore relates this concept to 
avoiding cognitive dissonance, “the unpleasant consequence of holding two 
incompatible views.” This helps explain the idea of memeplexes, because the 
host’s need for consistency allows for memes to assemble memetic complexes: 
“Once someone is committed to a particular set of memes, other memes are more 
or less likely to find a safe home in that person’s repertoire of arguments, beliefs, 
and behaviours” (1999: 165-166; emphasis added). 

Once a complex is established, its overall survival chances are 
comparatively stronger than the chance for each of the individual memes, which 
in turn makes it evolutionarily stable (Distin 2005: 10). Distin elaborates on the 
mechanism itself:

One of the most significant aspects of any meme’s environment will be the other 
memes that are present in that culture, and this is the factor that will often 
dominate the fate of novel memes in particular. In order to be accepted, an idea 
has (usually) to be compatible with those already in existence – which means that 
selection will favour memes that are capable of exploiting the current cultural 
environment. The result will be coadapted meme complexes which bestow further 
benefits on their members in addition to the initial privilege of admission: as the 
complexes grow in size and strength, they will become more difficult to penetrate, 
providing protection against invading, contradictory ideas (ibid: 59). 

In conclusion to this introductory section on memetics, it should be stated 
that the elaboration of memetics as a model for “reproduction of culture across 
time and space” (Levinson 2005: 9) has revealed several issues that generate 
heated debate. Indeed, the meme theory is dismissed by some (e.g. Levinson 
2005 or Pinker 1999: 208-210), and in response all criticisms are addressed at 
length in studies that support the theory (e.g. Mesoudi et al. 2006). Although 
very relevant for memetic model, when it comes to this particular research some 
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of these criticisms do not affect the conclusions it yields.8  Rather than 
jeopardising or falsifying the statements made in the later text, they are 
mentioned here as a necessary caveat when it comes to the broader application 
of the concept. 

One of fundamental complaints directed at memetics is its presumed 
teleological approach to culture; as it was used in the late 19th century, the 
phrase “cultural evolution” referred to the idea of progressive, unilinear cultural 
development directed towards an improved, perfected form. As it was discussed 
above, this outdated notion is however disputed in most of the studies on 
memetics, and the idea of cultural evolution is used in a neutral sense that 
“occasional [copying] errors arise in cultural transmission (equivalent to 
mutations in biological evolution), leading to change through time” (Mace and 
Holden 2005: 116). To use an example from music, “for Darwinism, no goal 
informs the development of biological or cultural structure: no organism has an 
innate conception of a more ‘refined’ version of itself towards which it strives; 
and no composer of c. 1500 could possibly have had in mind the structural 
meme we now refer to as sonata form” (Jan 2007: 184). Biological (and, by 
analogy, cultural) evolution does not presuppose any direction for the evolving 
replicators; the model of selection and survival of the fittest works only short-
term, even if a selected trait is entirely useless or even deleterious on the long 
term. In other words, the selection/replication chances of a meme in a particular 
context do not affect its long-term survival chances, which refutes the claim that 
memetics promotes the idea of deterministic, teleological cultural development. 
Indeed, Distin writes about memetic fitness as the ability “to gain and retain our 
attention in the current context: fitness is always a relative concept” (2005: 69 – 
emphasis added). She discusses the idea of “relative fitness” which applies only 
to specific circumstances, with total disregard for the meme’s absolute fitness: 
according to her, memetics “accounts for the relation between [the meme] and its 
external consequences, but says nothing about its intrinsic value” (ibid: 187). 

Another often-discussed problem is inherited from genetics, and it is the 
unit of memetics: How big is the meme? In case of music, is it a tune, a phrase, 
or a smaller group of pitches? This issue is tackled in Jan 2007, although his 
proposal is of limited applicability to other musical genres such as popular 
music, and also to this particular research (see 4.4). Nevertheless, although very 
important for the larger discussion about memetics, for this particular purpose – 
where the memetic approach is used to discuss music that is very clearly and 
obviously compiled from other musics – it is of secondary relevance, and 
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8  For instance, Levinson emphasises as one of the flaws of memetics the meme’s 
“deviation from the genetic model” (2005: 8-9); in other words, the gene and the meme 
are not similar enough to warrant the meme’s status as a replicator. However, in her 
book The Meme Machine published six years earlier, Blackmore already asserted that 
“both genes and memes are replicators and must obey the general principles of 
evolutionary theory and in that sense are the same. Beyond that they may be, and indeed 
are, very different – they are related only by analogy” (1999: 17).



Dawkins’ definition of the gene as the “unit of convenience” is applied (1999 
[1982]: 88).9

Another highly debated issue is that of meme nature and storage. What is 
a meme made of, and where is it stored? 10 This problem is of special pertinence 
to music, because most of the music transmission involves some sort of external 
information storage, whether it is sound, or sound converted into digital signal, 
or a written score. The approaches to this issue range from the entirely inclusive 
– such as Blackmore’s “meme is whatever it is that is passed on by 
imitation” (1999: 56) and Dennett’s “[meme is] made of information, which can 
be carried in any physical medium” (1999: 4) – to the least inclusive, such as 
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9 In genetic theory, Dawkins was rather vague about the size of the gene and defined it as 
a “unit of convenience,” as a string of nucleic acids that is small enough to stay intact for 
a reasonably long time in the process of replication (i.e. to not be split to smaller units by 
mutation), but big enough to be able to exert phenotypic effect on the environment (1999 
[1982]: 88-96; see also Jan 2005). This issue of particularisation of culture is so crucial for 
Levinson, that he sees it as a reason to dismiss memetics altogether, claiming that 
cultural evolution “does not depend on the meme, that is, on the culture particle” (2005: 
33 – emphasis added; see also Cross 2003). However, and in line with Dawkins, 
Blackmore (1999: 54-56) argues that the actual size of the meme is arbitrary and defines 
the meme as “whatever it is that is passed on by imitation” (ibid: 56), whether it is – in 
case of music – the whole tune or just a few notes.
Interestingly, Mesoudi et al.  (2006: 332) give validity to the memetic mechanism 
independently of the question of memes’ existence: they note that “just as Darwin 
formulated his theory of evolution with little understanding of genes or Mendelian 
inheritance,  a theory of cultural evolution likewise does not necessarily have to rest on 
the existence of memes or particulate cultural transmission.”

10 The clear distinction in genetics between the genotype (the string of genes) and the 
phenotype (the genes’ effect on their host organism, expressed in combination with the 
influences from the environment) can not be easily translated to memetics. In spite of the 
meme being defined as forming a different (although analogous) replicating system, the 
attempts to apply the mechanics of genetic transmission still pervade theoretical texts on 
memetics. If the meme is understood as a synaptic pattern – a neurological trace in the 
brain – then it follows that all other storage systems (from paper to sound to electronic 
current) do not store memes at all.



Distin who claims that only the neuronal structure qualifies as the meme, which 
she defines as a “unit of information residing in a brain” (2005: 11).11 

Finally, one of the most controversial and hence most criticised aspects of 
the memetic paradigm is its effect on the idea of human consciousness. This 
notion is elaborated by Dennett (1995, 1999), who claims that one of the most 
crucial implications of the memetic concept is that human consciousness itself is 
a result of the human mind being invaded by memes (1995: 341). He calls memes 
“tools for thinking with” and continues that “far more kinds of thinking are 
possible when you have learned words, stories, the structure of arguments, or 
new ways of thinking about love, logic or science” (Dennett, quoted in 
Blackmore 1999: 40). Similarly, Blackmore states that memes are “the very stuff 
of our minds. Our memes is who we are” (1999: 22). In their texts, both of these 
authors have put forward ideas about the human sense of consciousness being 
generated by memes and resulting from memes. Nevertheless, authors such as 
Distin contend that there is a way to accept and apply memetics without 
“dispensing with mind, conscience and autonomy” (2005: 5). In other words, it is 
still possible to entertain this theoretical approach, without utilising some of its 
problematic aspects. Consequently, Dennett states that instead of regarding all 
consciousness as a result of blind memetic reshuffling, there is a continuum 
containing many different levels of mindfulness or rational engagement, albeit 
he places artistic creativity closer to the “unconscious” pole (Dennett and McKay 
in Mesoudi et al. 2006: 353). In a different discussion, Bal resolves the issue by 
opting for the possibility of “conscious – if not necessarily aware – artistic 
agency” (2002: 113). As it will be discussed in later chapters, the memetic 
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11 Some of Dawkins’ initial views already locate the meme within the brain:  “If memes in 
brains are analogous to genes they must be self-replicating brain structures, actual 
patterns of neuronal wiring-up that reconstitute themselves in one brain after 
another” (1989 [1976]: 323). Blackmore offers a more comprehensive definition of the 
meme, claiming them to be “instructions for carrying out behaviours, stored in brains (or 
other objects) and passed on by imitation” (1999: 17 – emphasis added). She reflects 
Dennett’s emphasis on the meme as “the smallest unit of information worth 
copying” (2005: 142 – emphasis in original), which is medium-neutral: “What gets passed 
from individual to individual when a habit is copied? Not stuff,  not packets of material, 
but pure information, the information that generates the pattern of behavior that 
replicates. A cultural virus, unlike a biological virus, is not tethered to any particular 
physical medium of transmission” (1999: 8). Finally, as mentioned above, Distin sees the 
meme in the more restrictive terms; quoting Dawkins, she writes that “words, skills and 
music are ‘the outward and visible (audible, etc.) manifestations of the memes within the 
brain’, which are transmitted between individuals via their sense organs, leaving on the 
recipient’s brain a (not necessarily exact) copy that is free to transmit again” (2005: 11). 
Distin’s view echoes the one by Van Driem (who sees it as a neuroanatomical unit and 
proposes a mime as a unit of imitation – 2005: 332-333) and Mesoudi et al. (2006: 342), 
who summarise the discussion on meme definition and offer their own, which sees 
memes as cultural knowledge “stored in brains as discrete packages of semantic 
information, comparable to how biological information is stored as genes. Once 
expressed in behaviour or artifacts, these packages or learned information can be 
replicated in the heads of other individuals through social learning.”



paradigm offers an explanation of how an artist such as Goran Bregović can act 
consciously – exhibiting ultimate sovereignty in his composing decisions – and 
yet entirely act on (and according to) the memes inhabiting his brain.

1.3. Chapters and Methodologies
This thesis is divided into four chapters, preceded by the Introduction 

(present section) and followed by the Conclusion (Chapter Six). Each of the 
chapters utilises a different set of methodological and theoretical approaches, in 
order to tackle the main “subject” of the study – Goran Bregović’s music – from a 
different perspective. This text adopts a broad multidisciplinary approach and 
draws on diverse sources, from history and historiography (such as Todorova 
1997, Mazower 2000), anthropology (Van de Port 1998), literary studies 
(Goldsworthy 2005 [1998]), media studies (Daković 2008), political sciences 
(Bakić-Hayden 1995), cultural analysis (Bjelić and Savić 2005, Bal 2002), 
postcoloniality (Bhabha 1994), memetics (Jan 2000, 2007) to historical musicology 
(Kramer 2002) and ethnomusicology (Bellman 1993, Stokes 1997). In its 
alternating (or rather melted) focus on music as text and music as context, it 
follows Lawrence Kramer’s view on the constructedness of this distinction: “The 
boundary implied by the term [music] itself is – itself – a product of the way 
musical experience is culturally situated” (Kramer 2002: 29-30, emphasis in 
original).

The selection of theoretical concepts used in this dissertation is prompted 
by its focus on the perpetuation of Balkan stereotypes through Goran Bregović’s 
music. In tackling the first section of this phrase (perpetuation of Balkan 
stereotypes), the literature within Balkan studies was helpful for its 
deconstruction of the diachronic construction of the region’s image, both at the 
intra- and interregional level. Furthermore, the discussion about the mechanisms 
of perpetuating stereotypes benefited from texts stemming from postcolonial 
studies (e.g. Bhabha 1994). These two perspectives were complemented by the 
input from texts on music exoticism, where the persistence of music stereotypes 
is often discussed. When it comes to Goran Bregović’s music, the analysis 
focused on his two main compositional techniques, recycling and collage. In 
order to tackle his ongoing recycling, literature on musical borrowing and 
intertextuality was consulted, whereas his propensity towards collage was 
analysed in the light of postmodern aesthetics. Finally, both compositional 
techniques were additionally scrutinised through the lens of memetics, in 
combination with insights from the study on the construction of musical 
meaning, two separate fields that, as I argue in later chapters, share certain views 
(such as the crucial importance of the environment for music transmission) 
which facilitated their fruitful combination in this dissertation. 

Chapter Two is intended to contextualise the forthcoming discussion, both 
temporally (in the post-Yugoslav and post-2000 period) and spatially (in the 
Balkans). The ways the Balkans as a spatial reference is produced (cf. Lefebvre 
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1991 [1974]), both in the minds of their inhabitants and the worldwide 
consumers of Bregović’s music, are extensively discussed throughout this thesis. 
The physicality of the peninsula’s position at the southeastern fringe of Europe is 
contrasted with the ongoing process of negotiating its imaginary position, in 
endless reiteration. According to Guilbault, music plays an important role in this 
process of rearticulation, as the meanings invested in the space change over time 
(1997: 37). The chapter opens with the discussion on Balkan studies, an academic 
sub-discipline dedicated to the issues pertaining to Southeastern Europe. 
Stemming from Maria Todorova’s (1997) introduction of “Balkanism” as a 
concept analogue to Orientalism, studies that followed have remained rooted in 
the field of postcolonial studies, but have moved beyond understanding 
Balkanism as a mere “nested Orientalism” (Bakić-Hayden 1995), as there are 
specific features of Balkanism that justify its research as an independent system 
of representation. In this study diverse sources, sometimes overwhelmingly 
detailed and politically subjective, are brought together in an attempt to give an 
overview of the contemporary discussion in (and about) the region. Although 
one can debate the relevance of an elaborated discussion of Balkanism in a study 
dealing with music, nevertheless I propose that, following the suit of my fellow-
researchers from the region, the discipline of Balkan Studies needs emphasis and 
attention. 

The second section of Chapter Two focuses on the music from the Balkans, 
or rather on a very isolated excerpt from the great variety of local traditional and 
popular styles. The decision to review but a fragment of Balkan musics was 
made according to the purpose of this chapter: to outline those local historical, 
political and musical practices that are of relevance to Bregović’s international 
career. Similar to my hesitation to merely inventory Balkan stereotypes (an 
approach criticised by Todorova 1997), I had to resist painting a picture of “true” 
richness of Balkan music, as much as at times I wished to emphasise how 
simplified and narrow Bregović’s prism is, when compared to the multitude of 
traditional music practices in the region. The final section follows Balkan musics 
as they enter the international market and become a transregional commodity, 
“Balkan music” as a brand in the world music market. It draws back to the local 
(Dutch) context of this study and the already mentioned popularity of Balkan 
music (and other affiliated styles) in the clubbing circuit (as testified by the 
conducted live research). 

Chapter Three provides an insight into the personal and professional 
history of Goran Bregović, contextualised within the broader contemporary 
cultural, social and political milieu. The overview of his career and biggest hits 
offers an opportunity to consequently explore the ways Balkan music is being 
constructed for the purpose of international consumption. Issues that receive 
emphasis in later chapters (such as recycling and inspiration in traditional 
musics) are traced in a retrospective review of his artistic biography. Some of the 
main music styles characterising local practices are discussed, as they are used 
by Bregović in his more recent career to construct a reference to the “Balkan” 
sound. For this chapter, Slobin’s concept of visibility (1993: 17-20) was used to 
manage a vast amount of data (hundreds of articles, concert reviews and 
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interviews, to mention only textual information) and streamline it into phases 
that correspond to genre shifts (from rock to film to pop to world music) and 
roughly overlap with the four decades from the 1970s to the 2000s. 

It is Chapter Three that mostly reflects the results of my “pre-
fieldwork” (see 1.1). As stressed previously, my personal (decades-long) 
exposure to the topic of my research cannot be extracted from the discussion and 
conclusions of this paper. Similarly, I consider music analysis inseparable from 
working in and with the “field” and, in my particular project, the phases of 
acquiring and analysing information were temporally synchronous (as in many 
cases of “fieldwork at home” – Stock and Chiener 2008). 

Chapter Four, which is the longest chapter, conducts different types of 
music analysis in order to examine Bregović’s music in the process of its 
migration from local to international markets, and explore it from multiple 
perspectives for its presumed (declared and perceived) “Balkanness.” Following 
Cooley et al. who state that “fieldwork should happen where music 
happens” (2008: 106), in this research I aimed to include and involve myself and 
all my past and present experiences, redefining and re-imagining the field in the 
process. This chapter inevitably treats music as text (cf. Bal 2002: 26), with sound 
– temporarily and provisionally – understood as the locus of musical meaning, 
in order to conduct a “kind of archaeological stylistic stratigraphy showing 
layers and varieties of appropriation, circulation, and traffic” (Feld 1988: 36). The 
results of music analysis are put in (cultural) context along the way, to be fully 
integrated with Bregović’s statements about his own music in the following 
chapter. Following the Introduction to Taylor’s (1997) study on world music, 
Chapter Four focuses on “music as music,” however not separated from its 
cultural context but considered simultaneously and without prioritising one 
over the other. The intention is not to avoid the cultural context of this music’s 
creation, performance and reception, but on the contrary to enable the merging 
of the two perspectives: “if we are to understand the ways that music affects the 
body and the way we feel and create meanings, we have to attend to music as 
sound as well and seek significations that go beyond the discursive and 
verbal” (1997: XVIII). Only the insight into Bregović’s music both as sound and 
as a complex system of representations can reveal some of the meanings it gains 
for its audience, which follows DeNora’s view that musical and textual meaning 
are interrelated and co-productive (1986: 28). 

The main nexus of the musical analysis is based on the comparison of 
Bregović’s multiple rearrangements of the same tunes, treading the sensitive line 
between music analysis enriched by cultural consideration and a narrow, 
objectifying focus on mere sound waves, in order to reveal their “Balkan” 
ingredients. The comparative approach applied in this study – understood, 
following Tenzer, as “sensitivity to the differences” (2006: 4) – mirrors 
Buchanan’s analytical treatment of different versions of the same song, which 
revealed “the extent to which a single piece of music can be invested with 
different layers of meaning over time” (2006: 387). 
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The later sections of Chapter Four deal with Bregović’s compositional 
technique and the discourse surrounding it. The discussion covers the delicate 
dynamics between his image as a traditional musician on the one hand, and a 
postmodern creator of a commercial commodity on the other. Having to 
negotiate between these two (sometimes hardly compatible) positions, Bregović 
engages in an intricate role-play with his diverse audiences, presenting himself 
as an exponent of traditionalism and authenticity in one context, and an 
empowered (rule-breaking) voice of the postcolonial margin in another. In the 
last section of Chapter Four, the concept of memetics (see previous section) is 
applied in order to cast light on the mechanism of replication and repetition in 
Bregović’s music, as well as the music of other musicians who wish to evoke the 
“Balkan” sound. 

In Chapter Five, music which was analysed as text in the previous chapter 
is here treated as context, emerging in a mutually stimulating exchange between 
Bregović and his international audiences. Due to its lack of denotative 
capabilities, music’s connotative powers are especially pronounced (Born and 
Hesmondhalgh 2000: 32). The chapter is organised around the (admittedly) 
overly simplified schematic equation GB = G + B, where GB stands for Goran 
Bregović, while G and B stand for the two main ingredients of his international 
image – Gypsies and the Balkans (respectively). The discursive analysis carried 
out in the first two sections is related to Bregović’s role as a composer and the 
creator of this discourse, which in turn is formative in the reception of his music 
by his worldwide audiences. It will be argued that the audience is for the most 
part unfamiliar with the “native” existence of the Balkan music idiom, and 
therefore turns to the composer/performer for interpretation and curatorial 
information. The later sections of Chapter Five look at Bregović’s music through 
the prism of music exoticism, which is how Taylor (2007) sees the meaning of 
world music as a commodity offered in today’s transregional music market. 
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2. The Balkans and Their Musics

This chapter introduces the Balkans as one of the main ingredients in 
Goran Bregović’s international image. This is in line with Stokes’ thought that 
music is “socially meaningful not entirely but largely because it provides means 
by which people recognise identities and places, and the boundaries which 
separate them” (1997b: 5). The chapter’s first section discusses the Balkans as a 
geographical and political, but above all symbolic concept (in the sense of it 
being constructed, produced – Lefebvre 1991 [1974]), an example of “imaginary 
geography” (Said 2003 [1978]: 55), a space that is both “the abstract and the 
concrete, the real and the imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable” (Soja 
1996: 56). Following Bhabha who wonders whether “the language of theory [is] 
merely another power ploy of the culturally privileged Western elite to produce 
a discourse of the Other that reinforces its own power-knowledge 
equation” (1994: 30-31), this chapter attempts to discuss and give voice to the 
regional academic output by emphasising local theoretical stances on the 
construction of the Balkans in public imagery. It also emphasises the crucial role 
of stereotypes  perpetuated through popular culture which, importantly, “does 
not just reflect reality, it helps constitute it” (Lipsitz 1994: 137). The second 
section deals with Balkan music, or those aspects of many Balkan musics which 
are relevant to Bregović’s international career. In its last section, this chapter 
follows Balkan music as it enters transregional markets and becomes a world 
music brand. 

While discussing the constructedness of the Balkans, there is a potential 
fallacy of the analogous construction of the “West,” which according to Todorova 
has been a weak spot in many otherwise valuable academic works (1997: 17). 
Recent texts on the Balkans have too often focused on disadvantageous and 
derogatory statements, and neglected the fact that the discourse surrounding the 
region is far from monolithic and entirely negative. Said argues against an 
ontological stability of either Orient or the West (2003 [1978]: XII), and indeed 
Todorova reminds us that “there was no common Western stereotype of the 
Balkans. To declare this is not to say that there were no common stereotypes but 
that there was no common West” (1997: 115). Patterson confirms Todorova’s 
position by warning that “scholarship should be careful not to replicate a 
fundamental error of Balkanism by reducing the ideas of the west, or the idea of 
‘the west,’ to something black-and-white, uniform, invariably nefarious” (2003: 
141). However, as much as the West/East dichotomy is questionable, its 
persistent endurance in everyday discourse (especially outside of the thusly 
constructed West) has to be taken into account. At the same time, within 
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academic circles it is only occasionally dealt with: in the majority of academic 
literature “the West” is used as a trope of assumed meaning, and the 
constructedness of the West/East binarism is tackled in passing at best (and 
sometimes only briefly mentioned in a footnote), even in sources that directly 
deal with power hegemonies pertaining to world’s symbolic geography (such as 
Carrier 1995 or Jedamski 2009). 

The dialectic, mutually defining relationship between Europe and its 
eastern border has a long history, arising in the divide between the Western 
Roman Empire and the Eastern Roman Empire, and becoming articulated in 
terms of West and East in the Age of Enlightenment, which “had to invent 
Western Europe and Eastern Europe together, as complementary concepts, 
defining each other by opposition and adjacency” (Wolff 1994: 5). According to 
Todorova, like the Orient “the Balkans have served as a repository of negative 
characteristics against which a positive and self-congratulatory image of the 
‘European’ and the ‘West’ has been constructed” (1997: 188). The subsequent 
rhetorical invention of “the West,” with its connotation of progress, advanced 
civilisation and superiority took place at the turn of the 20th century, and was 
further consolidated in the Cold War period (Gogwilt 1995: 221-222). 
Interestingly (and of relevance to this study), in its 20th-century incarnation it 
revolved around – and formed against – the contemporary image of Slavic 
Russia, implying the ethnic backdrop behind this symbolic division, which 
obstinately survives to present times, as much as it is a political construct 
“masquerading as cultural, historical, and political reality” (ibid: 11). 

The reason this chapter dedicates such attention to this particular binarism 
is that the main focus of this study, Goran Bregović, positions his music precisely 
in such a way – as opposed to what he sees as Western music and culture. As it 
will be elaborated in 5.1, he positions the Balkans (and himself as a Balkan 
composer) against an array of (at times overlapping) Others – the rest of Europe 
in one context, the West or the European Union in another – effortlessly shifting 
from one position to the other. This shifting reflects Todorova’s account of how 
the image of Europe was replaced by the idea of the West after WWII (1997: 43), 
and yet again (post-1989) by the idea of the European Union. Spatial and 
connotative fluidity of the notion of the West is arguably what contributed to its 
cross-discursive perseverance, and it will be used in this text in quotes, as well as 
when the counterpart of Bregović’s invented Balkans is referred to. 

Of course – and this cannot be stressed enough – there are also 
intraregional (academic and public) voices that do not conform to the dominant 
West/East paradigm and choose to position themselves apart (or beyond) the 
binary division of the European physical and symbolic space. Furthermore, it 
should be emphasised that the discourse about the Balkans is far from 
monolithic and entirely negative; in consequence of the enhanced people 
mobility in the second half of 20th century (especially to and from the former 
Yugoslavia), the intersecting routes of guest workers (moving westwards) and 
tourists (moving eastwards) have generated a layer of positive personal 
experiences. However, for reasons stated above, as well as the fact that Goran 
Bregović himself builds his international image through stressing his Balkan 
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origins (constructed as an antipode to the equally constructed West), the 
symbolic axis dividing the European space is applied in this thesis at an 
axiomatic level and is used as a working concept. At the same time, this text 
does not delve into the section of the local (Balkan) academic discourse which 
challenges numerous stereotypes about the region, for this discourse often 
succumbs to offering a “correct” or “true” historical interpretation, “authentic” 
music or “real” cultural practice (cf. Said who refrains from proposing the 
existence of the “real” Orient as opposed to its Orientalised representation – 2003 
[1978]: 5). The intention of this chapter is not to disqualify Balkan stereotypes as 
incorrect, but rather to explore their traffic within the world music realm, as they 
are communicated to the audience via music and talking about music. In this 
way, such a stance is in line with what Pisani recommended as a guide when 
approaching music that is based on stereotypes and constructed as to sound 
exotic: “putting a frame around it, consciously acknowledging its borders, and 
addressing its history” in order to recognise the effect of the stereotypes (Pisani, 
quoted in Locke 2009: 81).

Another essentialising approach is to neglect the multi-national and multi-
lingual nature of the discursive output on the Balkans, and focus on sources in 
English as the linguistic realm where the production and perpetuation of 
stereotypes was arguably carried out on a largest scale. The contemporary image 
of the Balkans is powerfully influenced by perpetuation of these stereotypes 
within the entertainment and news industry, the former being greatly affected by 
British literature  and therefore being conducted in English (Goldsworthy 2005 
[1998]: 1-2, 254; Markovich confirms the same impact of British opinions in 
political and diplomatic circles – 2000: 3). In his seminal study, Said (2003 [1978]) 
has likewise circumscribed his focus to include but English and French (and 
partly American) production of Orientalism. Inasmuch as this study was based 
on fieldwork that took place in the Netherlands, as well as by providing a 
simultaneous picture by consulting sources in local (Balkan) languages as well as 
in English, it contributes to the expanding of the insight into the workings of the 
mechanism of producing stereotypes outside of the usual linguistic and research 
delineation.

2.1. Where are the Balkans?

2.1.1. The Balkans as Firstspace 

This section intends to demarcate the physical space of the Balkans, 
following Soja’s formulation of the Firstspace (“material and materialized 
‘physical’ spatiality that is directly comprehended in empirically measurable 
configurations” – 1996: 74). The Balkans are a peninsula in southeast Europe, 
described as a cultural region (Todorova 1997: 181) or macro-region (Roth 2007: 
19). The word was first mentioned in the 15th century, although not designating 
the peninsula but a mountain in its centre instead (in present-day Bulgaria, see 
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Figure 2.1). Etymologically it stems from the Ottoman word balkan meaning 
mountain or mountain range and referring to Balkan Mountains; needless to say, 
the current understanding of this region encompasses territories that lie much to 
the north of the mountain’s position. According to Todorova, in international 
sources the word Balkan started to refer to the entire peninsula at the beginning 
of the 19th century (1997: 22-26).1 Whereas its southern and western (and, in a 
large extent, south-eastern) borders are clear due to the configuration of terrain 
and natural sea borders, its northern (and especially north-western) border has 
been a matter of disputes and many different interpretations.

Figure 2.1. Map of the Balkan Peninsula;2 the arrow indicates the location of the Balkan 
Mountains, today known (in Bulgaria and Serbia) as Stara Planina 

[Old Mountain]
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1 Before that, it was called the Hellenic/Greek/Illyrian/Roman/Byzantine peninsula, 
whereas in the late 19th century the common designation was European Turkey, Turkey-
in-Europe and so on. The Ottoman rulers did not use the name Balkan for the region, 
referring to it instead as Rum-eli (“the land of the Romans,” i.e. of the Greeks – Todorova 
1994: 463). 

2 Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Europe_map_CIA_2005_large.jpg 
(section) [Accessed May 28 2013]. Public domain. 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Europe_map_CIA_2005_large.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Europe_map_CIA_2005_large.jpg


Being historical and social constructs that are an extension of human 
actions (Blotevogel, quoted in Roth 2007: 20), borders of regions are contingent 
on their political history. The notion (and the meaning of the word) “Balkan” has 
been laden with diverse, mostly negative, meanings, which have accumulated 
over the last two centuries. Turbulent political events have tainted (or rather 
perpetuated) the region’s image over the centuries: from Ottoman conquers, to 
fights for independence, to struggles to form nation-states, to violent events such 
as the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914 (which is often 
seen as the trigger of the First World War), to civil wars in the 1990s which led to 
the traumatic breakup of Yugoslavia. All such instances (and many more), 
although hardly endemic to the Balkans, have nevertheless earned the region a 
bad reputation in everyday discourse, which in turn contributes to the image of 
the Balkans being inhabited by bloodthirsty, savage barbarians.3 Projected on the 
other, the binary image of the barbarian contains at the same time the stranger 
who epitomises foreign and uncivilised features of society, and the exoticised 
“good savage” whose authenticity and link with nature are not damaged by 
society.

The demographic complexity of the Balkans has perplexed many 
commentators of Balkan issues: in Todorova’s words, they describe it as the 
region’s “handicap of heterogeneity” (1997: 133), responsible for its political 
instability. The reaction to the multitude of cohabiting ethnicities ranges from 
anxiety, in contact with a region “so hopelessly and intrinsically confused and 
impenetrable that there is scarcely any point in trying to distinguish between 
[the different countries]” (Fleming 2000: 1219), to praising it as the postmodern, 
postnational multicultural utopia. As will be stressed throughout this study, the 
latter view persists in the world music realm, where the Balkan contribution to 
the world music genre is usually marketed as a success story of multiethnic 
collaboration. 

The negative image of the Balkans emerged in the Age of Enlightenment 
when the conceptual orientation of the European continent shifted from the 
North/South axis to the West/East one. Within Eastern Europe, the Balkans – 
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3 This common usage of the term barbarian contrasts its original meaning, denoting 
those who could not speak the Greek language, or spoke it unintelligibly. It was used to 
refer to Greeks’ neighbouring ethnicities (Todorov 2010: 14). The reference to the lack of 
language skills is significant, as it points to a lack of reason (embodied in the Greek word 
logos denoting synonymously language and reason). Over time a secondary meaning has 
emerged, which became a tool in a valorised world taxonomy, whereby barbarians were 
considered savage and inferior, the opposite of civilised (those who don’t speak “our” 
language, the first “others” – “people of chaos and randomness ... unacquainted with 
social order” – ibid:  16). This word also found its common usage in the term Barbarian 
Invasions,  marking the period of intense migrations into the European territories. The 
internal ambivalence reflected in the notion of barbarism is discussed by Kristeva 
(barbarians being “outside of this universe on account of their outlandish speech and 
dress, their political and social peculiarities” – 1991: 51). In Crisis of the European Subject, 
Kristeva’s own position on Bulgaria, her country of origin, shows a similar process of 
coming to terms with one’s internal otherness (Krasteva 2004: 106-108).



having retained the negative connotation of the previous South compared to the 
civilised North – now occupied the least favourable position of the European 
southeast (cf. Wolff 1994). The notion of the Balkans was further developed in 
the Victorian period (Hammond 2005: 136), to be finally formed in the early 20th 
century, absorbing the negative connotation generated in the aftermath of 1903 
(the Serbian regicide in Belgrade) and 1914 (the assassination of Franz Ferdinand 
in Sarajevo). Ever since, according to Todorova, this image has gone through 
“discursive hardening” and as such it has been reproduced in a frozen form 
(1997: 184). In contrast, Hammond claims that the diachronic perspective of the 
Balkanist discourse has been under-explored, reaching another peak in the post-
WWII period of the Iron Curtain. He states that the region’s role in the 
imaginary geography of Europe has been further transformed after the Cold 
War, “chosen as a little piece of Cold War Eastern Europe to be retained as the 
model of otherness, creating for a younger generation a similar style of alterity to 
that which their parents had in Soviet communism” (2005: 135).4 The trope of 
violence was added to the existing set of preconceptions about the region in the 
19th century. It lingered in the background of public opinion until the 1990s, 
when it was vigorously revived during the wars in the former Yugoslavia that 
were invariably referred to as Balkan wars in the media, linking the end of the 
century with its beginning and the Balkan Wars (1912-1913), as if to remind of 
the ancient, intrinsic regional legacy of conflicts and bloodshed. The power of 
the Balkan label is evident in the condensed observation that “it’s called the 
Balkans when it’s at war and Southeastern Europe when it’s enjoying a period of 
peace” (Gerolymatos, quoted by Mišković 2006: 443).5  Lately, and as a 
consequence of the semantic burden of the word, the negatively charged 
“Balkan” is in official and academic contexts often replaced with the more 
neutral and politically correct “South East Europe” (or a subsegment of the 
larger “East-Central Europe” – cf. Kuus 2004). 

The constructedness of the region is so strong that many authors refrain 
from its geographical delineating, discussing its symbolic geography (Bakić-
Hayden and Hayden 1992: 4) or imaginary geography (Goldsworthy 2005 [1998]: 
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4 In his research of recent discourses in Italy and Austria concerning Slovenia’s position 
in relation to the Balkans, Patterson likewise reveals pluralities and nuances that 
challenge the idea of a petrified, impenetrable power discourse (2003: 141). Similarly, 
Markovich’s study focuses on a process of occidentalisation and re-orientalisation 
depending on political events in the region (2000).  Kuus stresses that it is precisely this 
fluidity and flexibility of the Balkanist label that has ensured its persistence over the past 
two centuries (2004: 473).

5 The unfavourable reputation of the Balkans is reflected in the common catchphrase that 
the Balkans are a powder-keg, as well as in the word balkanisation which emerged at the 
end of the 19th century to mean “the process of nationalistic fragmentation of former 
geographic and political units into new and problematically viable small 
states” (Todorova 1997: 32). The extent to which such a negative image is internalised 
(and even hyperbolised) in local – Balkan – discourses is evident from a dictionary entry 
on Balkanism which was published in 1967 in the former Yugoslavia: in it,  Balkanism is 
defined as insufficient cultural development (quoted in Goldsworthy 2005 [1998]: 5). 



2-3) instead. The existence of the Balkan label as a symbolic rather than a 
geographical entity is also noticeable in the fact that many authors who discuss 
the meaning of the Balkans (in politics, music, popular culture, history and so 
on) do not delve into geographical demarcation of the area (e.g. Daković 2008, 
Laušević 2007).6  Besides the mountain range (see Figure 2.1), the shifting line 
marking the western borders of the Ottoman Empire can be considered as one of 
the earliest northwestern borders of the Balkans. Another axis drawn through 
this area refers to confessional structure of its inhabitants (the Balkans 
encompass several countries whose citizens are declared Orthodox Christians), 
yet another to their demographic structure (circumscribing the Balkans so as to 
include countries inhabited predominantly by Slavs). A much more recent 
geopolitical approach suggests including all the countries that have, in one form 
or another, accepted the socialist ideology. The post-1989 period of challenging 
and collapsing borders was countered by the political events that led to the 
breakup of Yugoslavia and the emerging of new borders. The Balkan borders 
were especially challenged by the processes of joining the European Union, 
which in its three last phases included Slovenia and Hungary (in 2004), Bulgaria 
and Romania (in 2007), and Croatia (in 2013). Nevertheless, EU-accession still 
leaves parts of the Balkans symbolically outside Europe (metonymically 
represented by the EU), which is an issue that plays an important part in the 
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6 Those who do, introduce various solutions to the north-western border of the Balkans: 
Hupchick and Cox (2001) include Romania (politically but not geographically) and 
exclude Hungary; some sources include Hungary in Southeast Europe but exclude it 
from the Balkans, although the two terms are technically synonyms (Todorova 1997: 29); 
Todorova herself, adopting the belonging to the Ottoman Empire “for considerable 
lengths of time” as a criterion, excludes Slovenia and Hungary and includes Romania 
(ibid: 31). In this study, Romania is considered a part of the Balkans, not only because its 
music is strongly related to other neighbouring musics, but also because Goran Bregović 
himself includes it in his constructed, invented Balkans (see 5.1).



imagining of the area (see next section).7 

2.1.2. The Balkans and Balkanism: Europe’s (Significant) Other 

In academic discourse, critical analysis of the constructedness of Southeast 
Europe has become an elaborated field in the past two decades (for one of the 
first accounts, see Wolff’s widely cited Inventing Eastern Europe – 1994). Scholars 
within the (relatively young) field of Balkan/Southeast European studies have 
often applied the concept of Said’s Orientalism (2003 [1978]) to this region. Within 
music studies, the term Orientalism is so ubiquitous in discussions about the 
Balkans and their musics, that it often remains undefined and is uncritically 
used, its meaning assumed as obvious and sometimes even applied differently 
within the same volume (e.g. Buchanan 2007). In one of the first studies focusing 
on the applicability of Orientalism to the Balkans, Bakić-Hayden introduced the 
idea of “nesting Orientalisms” by which Orientalist ideas are transferred to other 
parts of the world and specifically to the Balkan region, conceived as the eastern 
most part of Europe (1995). However, although initially derived from 
Orientalism, due to obvious similarities as systems of representations, advanced 
analogies with this concept immediately showed important discrepancies.8 Ideas 
discussed by Bakić-Hayden were further developed and challenged in Maria 
Todorova’s seminal Imagining the Balkans (1997) where she coined the term 
Balkanism and explored its historical and political causes. An almost 
simultaneous study to Todorova’s, Vesna Goldsworthy’s Inventing Ruritania 
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7 As Kuus reports, the EU-accession somewhat bends the negative discourse about the 
Balkans, giving it an additional evolutionist meaning (see next section): the Balkans 
emerge not as the fixed, immobile Other, but as a range of Others in transition from 
barbarity to civilisation, striving – by adopting European norms – to reach Europe as 
their ultimate (economic, political, cultural) goal. Europe, on the other hand, decides 
upon their Europeanness, whether they are “European enough” or “not yet sufficiently 
European” (2004: 472-473). The difference from Western Europe is hence understood as 
the lack of Europeanness: “Europeanization is conceived as a kind of graduation from 
Eastern Europe to Europe, a process in which the accession countries must prove that 
they are ‘willing and able’ to internalize Western norms.” She states that “the image of a 
single Europe has given way to a multitier patchwork Europe with varying degrees of 
Europeanness and Eastness.” Finally, she concludes that this region can be discussed “in 
terms of proximity to, or likeness of, an idealized Europe ... The more Europe is 
eulogized as a site of values, the more Eastern Europe is tacitly marked as lacking these 
values” (ibid: 477, 475, 484). At the same time, an implicit understanding of the term sees 
Balkan identity as an obstacle to join the EU: Razsa and Lindstrom illustrate how the 
negative meanings attributed to Balkan identity “became an effective means of 
disciplining states like Croatia that aspire to be recognized as European” (Razsa and 
Lindstrom 2004: 634).

8 A critical assessment of the applicability of Balkanism as a form of Orientalism is also 
offered by Fleming, who warns against using Orientalism as a “catchall category that 
denotes something along the lines of ‘making gross and vaguely deprecating 
generalizations about other (especially non-Western) cultures and peoples’” (2000: 1231).



(2005 [1998]), complements the former’s statements by exploring processes that 
led to imagining of this part of Europe through literary fiction, from Byron to 
Agatha Christie and beyond. Goldsworthy importantly claims that literature and 
travelogues about this area have greatly contributed to the construction of the 
contemporary popular image of the Balkans. Although not mentioning 
Balkanism as a term (then yet to be coined by Todorova), she describes 
mechanisms that led to the Balkans becoming Europe’s internal Other.9 

All the researchers dealing with the semantic burden of the term “Balkan” 
stress how contemporary ideas about the region are coloured by a vast corpus of 
preconceptions that have accumulated over the past several hundred years. As 
discussed in the previous section where the position of the Balkans was put in 
historical context, the dichotomy that divides Europe into two halves along the 
West/East axis shows divisions along confessional, national, political and other 
lines. The Balkans “have functioned as the fulcrum for Enlightenment Europe’s 
self-image, or the means by which ‘progressive’ Europe projects its anxieties and 
forbidden desires onto the other ... onto those who constitute its antithetical 
periphery” (Bjelić 2005: 3).10 The interconnectedness of centres and peripheries is 
well-discussed in academic circles dealing with the Balkans, arguably also 
corroborating international interest in Balkan music, as an exemplary case of 
music of (and from) the margin: “while the imperial metropolis tends to 
understand itself as determining the periphery ... it habitually blinds itself to the 
ways the periphery determines the metropolis – beginning, perhaps, with the 
latter’s obsessive need to present and re-present its peripheries and its other 
continuously to itself” (Pratt, quoted in Loya 2008 257). This peripheral, liminal 
identity is noted by Kiossev who describes the perception of the peninsula as 
being pervaded by the “nausea against the ‘semi-other,’” and states how region 
is imagined as a 

disgusting and obscure place ‘where everything is perverted,’ a contaminated 
kingdom of repressed European demons: cruelty, machismo, hysterical passion, 
murderousness barbarism, ignorance, arrogance,  undisciplined eroticism, 
pollution, forbidden corporeal pleasure, and dirtiness (2005: 180). 
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9 Goldsworthy dedicates significant attention to various narratives (mainly novels and 
poems) whose plots unfold in countries of imagined names such as Ruritania, Balkania, 
Kravonia (a land of cows), Herzoslovakia, Sildavia, Sultania, Vulgaria, and even 
Erewhon (an anagram version of the English word Nowhere). These names arguably 
contributed to the blurry image of the region, reflected today in many persons’ ignorance 
of countries spreading over Balkan territories.

10 See also Bohlman on an analogous status of Western music, which “has no ontology 
without imagining otherness ... Europe has been obsessed with musical others. To some 
degree, one might argue that Europe defines its selfness by creating cultural objects 
outside of the history and progress that it wishes to claim solely for itself” (2000: 188).



Originally influenced by Orientalism and other studies of postcoloniality, 
Balkanism shows only basic similarities with Said’s concept (despite the fact that 
Said himself defined it broadly as a “form of thought for dealing with the 
foreign” – 2003 [1978]: 46). Nevertheless, Orientalism’s powerful impact in 
academic circles led to a superficial treatment of specific features of Balkanism, 
which were neglected as a mere replication of the Orientalist paradigm: “the 
specific traits projected onto South-East Europe were so under-explored that 
they became eclipsed by the sense of congruence between the two rhetorical 
traditions” (Hammond 2007: 202). The relationship between Balkanism and 
Orientalism is problematised in introductions to many later studies, some of 
them devoting more attention to the differences between the two systems of 
representations. Aware of all the implications and criticisms of Said’s work, 
Todorova emphasises that even though the Balkans’ image is marked by “the 
reflected light of the Orient” (1997: 15), it does not justify uncritical application 
of the concept of Orientalism to the Balkans. Unlike Bakić-Hayden and Hayden 
(1992), who claim Balkanism is but an Orientalist variation on the Balkan theme, 
Todorova stresses that Balkanism is not a subspecies of Orientalism and that it is 
a “seemingly identical, but actually only similar phenomenon” (1997: 8, 11). As 
this study revolves around the constructedness of the Balkan image, precision 
and clarity in using Balkanism is required. Therefore, below is a condensed list 
of most salient differences between Orientalism and Balkanism that are most 
relevant to this study, and that will help delineate the two concepts (see also 
Hammond 2007). 

- The in-betweenness of the Balkans (in contrast to the clear Otherness of the 
Orient), resulting from the “disconcerting inter-penetration of Europe and 
Asia” (Mazower 2000: 10).11  Todorova describes the region as hopelessly 
“semideveloped, semicolonial, semicivilized, semioriental,” as being in an 
“intermediary state somewhere between barbarity and civilization” (1997: 16, 
130). The Balkans are, she maintains, an ambiguous, liminal space, a space of 
blurred borders between West and East, self and other (a region that is 
simultaneously viewed as not Europe anymore, but not Orient yet, and vice 
versa – ibid: 47). On the other hand, this eternal transitory position of the region 
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11  See Wolff (1994: 291) on the idea of demi-jour, originating during the Age of 
Enlightenment, of “Eastern Europe between the darkness of barbarism and the light of 
civilization.” In the early 20th century, Balkan peoples were described as a “wavering 
form” and even as racially degenerate (Todorova 1994: 476); in the eyes of contemporary 
travellers, the inhabitants of Eastern Europe were a “motley aggregation of primitive 
peoples” (Wolff 1994: 38). Drawing on Mary Douglas’ work on purity, Todorova 
concludes that the ambiguity of the Balkans is perceived (both externally and internally) 
as an anomaly and therefore dangerous (ibid: 17), stating that the “racial and cultural 
crossbreed was considered to be worse than the purebred oriental Other” (Todorova 
1996: 19). Hammond likewise emphasises the blurry nature of the Balkans as “less a 
secure marker of alterity than an unstable and unsettling presence loosed from clear 
identity” (2007: 204). The ambiguity of the Balkans is evident in the contemporary 
discourse described by Kuus, where Balkan countries are seen on a “gradation or a scale 
of Europeanness and Eastness, maturity and immaturity” (Kuus 2004: 476).



yields potent interpretation when observed through the postcolonial lens, 
especially by Bhabha who sees emancipatory power in its double identity and its 
interstices, locating the meaning of culture precisely in this hybrid, inbetween 
space (1994: 56). Foucault’s concept of heterotopia which emerges on the 
margins (1967), and Soja’s radical openness of Thirdspace (1996) offer equally 
fruitful perspectives of theorising a border space such as the Balkans, where the 
border should be understood as “the juncture, not the edge” (Gómez-Peña, 
quoted in ibid: 133). Local scholars in many respects build on the work of the 
theorists of postcoloniality, and offer theoretical explorations of the bridge 
(between cultures, continents, eras, religions) as the region’s main metaphor, 
which according to Todorova is so ubiquitous that it “borders on the 
banal” (1997: 16). The alleged mongrel nature of Balkan inhabitants is reflected 
in many other areas, including contemporary politics and popular culture (also 
appearing in the discourse revolving around Goran Bregović, reinscribed in a 
way that it acquires a positive valence – see Chapter 5). Moreover, Todorova 
stresses how “[t]his in-betweenness of the Balkans, their transitionary character, 
could have made them simply an incomplete other; instead they are constructed 
not as other but as incomplete self” (1997: 18 – emphasis added), which is 
Balkanism’s feature that is of crucial relevance for international popularity of 
Bregović’s music (see Chapter 1 on reversed role-playing during Balkan parties). 

- The internal otherness of the Balkans: All of this constitutes the region in 
relation to Europe as the “outsider within” (Fleming 2000: 1219-1220, 1229), or as 
put by Hammond, an “alien culture within Europe itself ... a wildly distorted 
variant of European actuality” (2007: 205).12 The ambiguity of the region, its 
closeness to self, its nature of being “both fully known and wholly unknowable” 
has contributed to the Balkan discourse being “both of sameness and of 
difference” (Kristeva 1991: 122), its position being of simultaneous distance and 
proximity to it, also discussed by Kristeva’s “self that knows it is also 
barbarous” (ibid: 122) and Bhabha’s “not Self and Other but the otherness of the 
Self” (1994: 62). Indeed, Fleming concludes, the uncomfortableness of the 
Balkans in the Western European gaze stems “not from their distance from 
Western Europe but rather their proximity to it” (2000: 1229 – emphasis in 
original). The same thought is expressed by Bohlman who states that “The other 
within exists within the space also occupied by the self, thereby creating a 
situation of competition rather than awe ... Rather than the wonder of distance, 
the other within generates a nervousness of proximity” (2000: 191). The blurry 
border between Self and (incomplete) Other results in the centre’s fear of being 
polluted by the chaotic periphery, and is embodied in the trope of chaos, 
fragmentation and ungraspable ethnic complexity (Hammond 2007: 213-215). 
Blurriness of the Balkans has partly to do with the lack of academic (unlike 
political) engagement in the dealings with the region, as opposed to the Orient, 
which was domesticated through centuries of close inspection by countless 

33

12  Hammond continues: “In Western imaginative geography, the Balkans represent a 
Europe disfigured by the presence of the ‘non-European,’ serving to illustrate the ease 
with which the self can be subverted” (2007: 205).



foreign scholars. Furthermore, the fights for independence from Ottoman rule 
were considered (in British discourse) as a dangerous disruption of order, 
rebelliousness against authority feared by the imperial British ruling vast 
colonial territories. These conflicts were therefore seen and interpreted, in 
Hammond’s words, “not as a libertarian triumph, but as a descent into 
barbarism and tribalism” (ibid: 213). 

- “Methaporical colonialism”: The colonial history of the Orient is replaced by 
“surrogate colonialism,” “colonialism of the mind” or even “imaginary” 
colonialism in case of the Balkans (Fleming 2000: 1223), or “narrative,” 
“imaginative” and “textual colonialism,” both in service of the neocolonial 
“imperialism of the imagination” (Goldsworthy 2005 [1998]).13  For example, 
Hammond argues that “while settlement colonialism is rare, other forms of 
political engagement have been a constant feature of Western involvement [in 
the Balkans]” (2004: XV). This issue – the real or metaphorical colonial legacy of 
the Balkans – has led some authors to problematise the application of 
postcolonial theory (e.g. Todorova 1997: 16-18; Kuus 2004: 481-483), which in 
turn led to a substantial lag in developing and sustaining critique against the 
power of representation in dealing with the region. These authors question the 
validity of this approach to the region without explicit colonial history, in 
contrast to theorists such as Bhabha whose treatment of postcolonial subjects 
extends to all minorities (1994: 245), and Appadurai who readily pleads for a 
“widening of the sphere of the postcolony, to extend it beyond the geographical 
spaces of the former colonial world” (1996: 159). Instead, Todorova proposes the 
“otherwise meaningless category” semicolonial, preferring it to the previous 
terms for its transitionary character (1997: 16-17; see also Balalovska’s note on 
using the term “quasi-colonial” – 2003). Kuus, on the other hand, adopts the 
postcolonial approach, defining it as a set of theoretical perspectives dealing 
with questions of constituting places, and claims it can be a useful perspective in 
contexts where the “inscription of ontological and epistemological distinction 
between West and East” takes place (Kuus 2004: 473, 483).

- The non-erotic masculinity of the Balkans: In contrast to the Orient’s vastness, 
exotic and utopian allure, the Balkans were rarely a target of romantic 
nationalism and instead burdened by their “unimaginative concreteness” (ibid: 
13-14). The overall erotic femininity of the Orient (Said 2003 [1978]: 188) is 
replaced by crude and uncivilised masculinity combined with an utter lack of 
eroticised allure as an object of Orientalist desire (Todorova 1997: 14-15; see also 
Hammond 2007: 207-210), which is a trope used by Bregović, for example in his 
collage showing angels with a moustache (see 3.4). 
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13  Unlike the Ottoman colonial legacy that is thoroughly discussed and theoretically 
problematised (with varying results) within Southeast European studies, the much more 
recent but arguably equally profound Soviet influence is rarely explored in this light, 
despite it too being a “kind of colonialism” (according to Kuus – 2004: 475, 482-483). 



For centuries, and even today (particularly intraregionally), most of the 
negative notions attributed to the Balkans were associated with their Ottoman 
legacy: “It is the Ottoman elements (often including Byzantine ones) or the ones 
perceived as such that are mostly invoked in the current stereotype of the 
Balkans” (Todorova 1997: 162). Although the peninsula had a long history of 
Byzantine rule, which lasted twice as long as the Ottoman one, it is the Ottoman 
legacy that is today equalised with the unwanted negative image of the region. 
Todorova goes as far as to conclude that the Balkans (as a system of 
representations, rather than a geographical designation) are the Ottoman legacy 
and that, as such, they are “the legacy of perception, constantly invented and 
reinvented” (1997: 12-13). The position of most Balkan countries, in various 
discourses, is historically defined (by their inhabitants) as the last bastion against 
the invasion from the East, embodied in the Ottomans. This is why, after 
achieving independency, many countries embarked on an overall de-
Ottomanization, in order to purify their physical (such as architecture and 
toponymy) and cultural (such as language and history) spaces of everything 
perceived as Ottoman. The break with the Ottoman legacy was carried out in the 
early decades of the 20th century, with different success in different domains, 
after which the remaining Ottoman influences were “relegated to the realm of 
perception,” where they are arguably a lot more persistent (ibid: 180-181). 

Due to the overall burden of the negative Balkan label, each local entity 
(from the national to  the individual level) negotiates its own attitude towards 
the issue of belonging to the Balkans or not (see the next section). What most 
authors on the subject agree on is that the Balkan label carries an inherent non-
European connotation and that, as such, it can be seen as one of the earliest 
European Others (Todorova 1997: 3).14 General attributes assigned to each of the 
imagined realms (Orient as well as the Balkans), according to Hammond, 
revolve around four main tropes: obfuscation, savagery, discord and 
backwardness (2005: 136). They were completely formed by the beginning of the 
20th century, and as such are replicated in contemporary parlance: 

[“Balkan”] was used alongside other generalizing catchwords, of which “Oriental” 
was most often employed, to stand for filth, passivity, unreliability, misogyny, 
propensity for intrigue, insincerity, opportunism, laziness, superstitiousness, 
lethargy, sluggishness, inefficiency, incompetent bureaucracy. “Balkan,” while 
overlapping with “Oriental,” had additional characteristics as cruelty, boorishness, 
instability, and unpredictability. Both categories were used against the concept of 
Europe symbolizing cleanliness, order,  self-control, strength of character, sense of 
law, justice, efficient administration (Todorova 1997: 119).
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14 In Mazower’s view, Europe is defined by its relation to the East, thus transferring the 
nesting paradigm (Bakić-Hayden 1995) on a meta-regional level: “to be European has 
meant nothing less than denying the legitimacy of the Ottoman past” (2000: 16). Echoing 
these thoughts, Fleming states that “the eastern and southeastern reaches of Europe, in 
fact, were Western Europe’s first Orient, and seventeenth and eighteen-century 
continental attitudes toward them provided a template for how Western Europe would 
ultimately perceive the entire non-Western world” (2000: 1230).



In popular (British) fiction literature the Balkans are, not surprisingly, 
described as the contaminating, dangerous Other, used as an empty canvas by 
the European political unconsciousness to project its hidden fears (Goldsworthy 
2005 [1998]: 16).15 The same applies to other realms of cultural production, such 
as classical music (see 5.3). Over time, this image has changed meaning but not 
its overall negative connotation: the Ottoman menace transformed into the 
threat of Islam or communism, whereas in later decades it was bloodthirsty 
violence and, most recently (post-2000, since some Balkan countries have joined 
the EU) the threat of a mobile workforce, which risks to overflow the Western 
European labour markets and jeopardise the job prospects of “pureblooded” 
Europeans. The migrant, transitory position of Balkan guest workers reflects 
Bhabha’s statement about the “quasi-colonial” status of immigrants (1994: XVIII, 
XX-XXI). This confirms Hammond’s conclusion that the post-1989 discourse is 
worse than that of the Cold War period: “Whereas the latter was focused on 
governmental practice and ideology, of which the beleaguered populations were 
always seen as victim, the former has persistently targeted the populations 
themselves, who are deemed bereft of any cultural achievement or moral 
probity” (2004: XII). 

However, it must be stressed that the negative image of the Balkans is but 
one pole of the southeastern alien’s role in contemporary discourse. In 
travelogues and poems from the late 19th century and later, the dangerous 
Balkan Other sometimes turns into the exotic Other, or rather a place inhabited 
by simple, immature people, good savages uncontaminated by upcoming 
industrialisation and war prospects (Todorova 1997: 54, 90-93, 218). 
Nevertheless, and in line with the negative image discussed above, this view 
stems from a similarly valorised dichotomy between East and West. After the 
Enlightenment period it became linked to proto-evolutionary thinking: the idea 
of the undeveloped East, which is on the way of becoming the developed West, 
with the temporal lag being projected onto the cultural and developmental lag. 
In this way the idea of the Balkans, displaced not only in space but also in time, 
has emerged (Todorova 1997: 11-12; see also Heuwekemeijer 2011). The 
perception of the Balkans hence provided an exemplary case of social 
Darwinism (not to be confused with the concept of cultural evolution, as 
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15 The typical Balkan villain, writes Goldsworthy, takes over the image of a European 
and thereby challenges the very core of European values, by attempting to merge self 
with the other (ibid:  133). This danger of being contaminated by the Other – or subjected 
to reverse colonialism (ibid: 101) – is evident in the dark appeal of Count Dracula, a 
bloodthirsty Balkanite who upset the high moral values of Victorian England: the 
uncivilised attempting to taint and colonise the civilised (see also Said on the fear of 
collapsing of the West/East border,  fear of discovering that the Other is no different than 
the Self – 2003 [1978]: 263).



discussed in 1.2).16 These notions, of temporal lag and civilisational inferiority, 
have resulted in a perception of Balkan inhabitants as “live figures of what came 
increasingly to be seen as the Volksmuseum of Europe” (Todorova 1997: 63; see 
also Mazower 2000: 29-30 on Balkan people being regarded as “an antiquated 
life form”), which is an image of special relevance for the currency of the Balkans 
as a brand in today’s world music market (see 2.3).

2.1.3. Impossible Escapes

The participation of local populations in the construction of Balkanist 
discourse – their “discursive collaboration” – is emphasised by Hammond as 
one of its key features (2004: XVI). The sturdiness of the Balkanist discourse led 
Patterson to describe Balkanism as exercising “a near-stranglehold over the way 
the Balkans are represented and understood, both within the region and 
elsewhere. The rhetoric has achieved, in a word, hegemony” which allows for its 
interpretation as a power discourse in Foucauldian sense, “a mode of thought 
and expression that not merely reflects but in fact profoundly structures and 
constrains both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ responses to the Balkans” (cf. Patterson 
2003: 138 – emphasis in original). Due to the inherent non-European connotation 
of the Balkan label (even in its exoticised, positive meaning), its inhabitants have 
mixed feelings towards belonging to this infamous whole. In some countries 
(including those – or especially those – that occupy the region’s border 
territories) there are active discourses of distancing from the Balkans, and 
disproving of events or statements that could be considered as confirming their 
negative reputation. Nevertheless, although in academic circles the unfavourable 
term “the Balkans” is often replaced by a more neutral “Southeast Europe,” the 
former persists in common imagination and is often used in colloquial contexts 
to connote those traits regarded as uncivilised or otherwise undesirable. For 
many local citizens, engaging with Balkan/Europe dichotomy provides 
discursive material to which they can relate their personal narratives (Jansen 
2001: 67).
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16 Appearing in the 19th century and inspired by a racist interpretation of Darwin’s The 
Origin of Species (1859), social Darwinism held that non-Western parts of the world were 
inhabited by creatures occupying lower rungs on the evolutionary ladder, and as such 
was used to justify colonial invasions. It also integrated with a new development, 
shifting from seeing Others as ignorant and childlike (as was typical during the 
Enlightenment) to a teleological, progressionist and unilinear understanding of human 
development. According to the same argument, the research of non-Western 
communities could therefore reveal the earlier, pre-modern stages of the Western ones: 
“Beyond Europe was henceforth before Europe” (McGrane, quoted in Taylor 2007: 75 – 
emphasis in original). Towards the end of the 19th century, academic research on the 
Balkans was likewise heavily influenced by romanticism and evolutionism, which 
continued well into the 20th century: “Even though in the interwar period there was 
widespread disappointment with the idea of progress, it was preserved as a valid 
criterion in the assessment of the Balkans” (Todorova 1997: 129; see also Mazower 2000: 
17).



Simultaneously with the analyses of the Balkanist discourse, studies 
exploring how such ideas reflected on the self-image of Balkan inhabitants, 
started to emerge. The idea of belonging to (or joining) Europe was a cornerstone 
of the construction of national identities throughout European peripheries (Gal 
1991: 442-443). This idea, formed at the end of the Ottoman reign, has survived 
to the present day, reaching an additional level with the processes of EU 
accession, where (as mentioned before) the European Union stands for Europe.17 
In the Balkans, this idea was (and still is) negotiated through the process of 
distancing from the Balkans, in order to become closer to Europe. Depending on 
each country’s physical location and political history, there are different 
strategies for negotiating this unwanted identity (signified as less modern, 
barbaric, non-European). One of the witty descriptions, which is replicated in 
many instances (Žižek 1999; see also Kuus 2004: 479 and Živković 2001: 96), is 
that the Balkans begin always to the southeast to where one is: for the 
Austrians18 they start in Slovenia, for the Slovenes they start in Croatia, for 
Croats they start in Serbia, and so on. Goldsworthy sees in this mechanism the 
power of Balkan stereotypes: they persist precisely because they always refer to 
someone other than ourselves (2005 [1998]: XIII).19 Likewise, Kuus reports how 
“the East is never a fixed location but a characteristic (East-Europeanness) 
attributed differently in different circumstances” (2004: 480). Therefore, within 
the region “Balkan” is used as a set of meanings that are assumed, rather than 
defined or scrutinised (cf. Jansen 2001: 35) or, to use Van de Port’s phrase, taken 
for granted as implicit social knowledge (1998: 133). 

Discussing the ways Orientalist rhetoric is internalized and used within 
the Balkan countries, Bakić-Hayden has developed a useful concept of “nesting” 
as a “pattern of reproduction of the original dichotomy upon which Orientalism 
is premised” (1995: 918). The negative, tainted image is evoked in order to 
sustain the Self “pure and innocent, or at least salvageable,” at the same time 
externalising all negative characteristics (Todorova 1997: 53). The instances of 
such displacement of the unwanted Balkan identity and projecting it onto a 
neighbouring Other are evident in numerous local Balkan discourses. For 
example, Bakić-Hayden (1992, 1995) discusses how the citizens of the former 
Yugoslav republics used Orientalist rhetoric in establishing an ontological and 
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17 Todorova notes that the image of Europe, perpetuated among the Balkan peoples as a 
positive antipode to the negative Balkans, was replaced by the idea of the West in the 
period after WWII (1997:  43). However, since the post-1989 context falls beyond the main 
scope of her book, she does not document the recent reverse trend by which Europe, 
metonymically represented by the European Union, reassumes its previous position in 
the Europe-Balkan dichotomy. 

18  In fact, Hemetek reports that in Austrian informal discourse the beginning of the 
Balkans is sometimes located already in Vienna’s third district (2006: 377).

19 Interestingly, at one of my Amsterdam presentations about Balkan music (December 
2011), one of the students commented on this issue by saying that “Everyone has their 
own Belgium.” Apparently,  the dislocation (or nesting – cf. Bakić-Hayden 1995) of 
stereotypes is not a uniquely Balkan phenomenon.



epistemological distinction between the (north)west and (south)east of the 
country (1992: 1). Since the breakup of Yugoslavia, the young nation-states use 
the undesirable Balkan label as a strategy in securing their place among the 
developed (Central) European countries by distancing themselves from their 
“Balkan” (less-than-European) neighbours, and therefore from their unwanted 
Yugoslav (socialist) past. This process gains momentum with all prospective EU 
members, where decontamination from the unwanted Balkan identity seems to 
be a prerequisite for joining the European family of nations.20 Each country’s 
specific position (depending on its history and political aspirations) generates 
idiosyncratic discourses intended to repeatedly, almost obsessively, position the 
given country on the positive pole of the Balkan-Europe axis.21  This axis is 
embodied and replicated in regional geographies in the most physical sense, 
with countries in the Western Balkans usually being regarded as more “Western” 
compared to those in the East. For countries residing firmly on Balkan soil, this 
issue is less relevant than it is for all those that lie on the region’s shifting border. 
A common rhetorical strategy throughout the region is invoking the image of the 
bulwark against everything coming from the East to jeopardise the West: in 
different contexts it was (and is) Byzantium, the Ottomans, Islam, Orthodoxy, 
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20 For instance, in pre-EU Croatia Balkanist rhetoric was utilised “to legitimize Croatia’s 
quest for independence as a necessary emancipation from its ‘Balkan burden’ and its 
return to its rightful place in Europe. Croatians presented themselves as more 
progressive, prosperous, hard working, tolerant, democratic, or, in a word, European, in 
contrast to their primitive, lazy, intolerant, or Balkan, neighbors to the southeast” (Razsa 
and Lindstrom 2004: 630 – emphasis in original).

21 The local – national – discourses, although similar in meaning, still depend on specific 
historical contingencies. For instance, in spite of it physically undoubtedly being located 
in the heart of the Balkans, Greece’s Balkan identity is often politely obscured in (both 
national and international) discourses, and Greece is instead praised as the cradle of 
European democracy. In his seminal study, Herzfeld likewise acknowledges that 
“[m]odern Greece does not fit comfortably into the duality of Europeans and Others, 
especially as Greeks are themselves ambivalent about the extent to which they are 
European” (1987: 2).  Goldsworthy reminds that, due to a long infatuation with its soil 
and history since Romanticism, Greece could have never been perceived as an alien, 
threatening Other (2005 [1998]: 242). In consequence, within Greece itself Balkan identity 
is internalised only in a neutral, geographic sense. Likewise, in Bulgarian public 
discourse the term is reinscribed in its neutral form (Todorova 1997: 44, 54); writing 
about ethnopop in Bulgaria (see 2.2.1), Buchanan states that it “transcends the 
dichotomies inherent in the name ‘Balkan’ ...  [Ethnopop music products] aesthetically 
embrace aspects of both the European and the oriental as positive qualities of being 
Balkan in a Bulgarian way” (2007c: 263). The case of Turkey is especially interesting, its 
only part on the European soil being in the Balkans, and due to the specific position of 
Ottoman legacy in its own identity construction. In contrast, Romanian discourses on its 
belonging to the Balkans are marked with an ongoing “impossible escape” from this 
tainted label (Cioroianu 2005). What enables the Romanian citizens to perform these 
repeated (albeit unsuccessful) escapes is the interpretation of history whereby Romania 
has persevered as a bastion of Latinism “among a sea of (Slavic and Turkic) 
barbarians” (Todorova 1997: 46). 



and so on. Here, and in contrast to Kuus, who claims that the reinscription of 
otherness generates a continuum, a “pattern of degrees and shades of 
otherness” (2004: 479), another idea is posited: that in order to sufficiently 
distinguish itself from the undesirable Balkan label, each Balkan country has to 
carry out a clear-cut, unequivocal othering of their southeast neighbours. In this 
context, the Balkanist discourse, which is inter-regionally burdened by the 
differing degrees of otherness of the Balkan states, and the entire region’s 
ambiguous and uncomfortable position within (and towards) Europe, intra-
regionally hardens its edges towards these states’ internal Others, and gains 
increasingly Orientalist features.

In the symbolic imagery of the former Yugoslav space which was 
Bregović’s homeland, the image of the Balkans is likewise very complex, 
burdened by the earlier belonging to the same country constituted according to 
socialist ideology, and especially by its traumatic disintegration. For instance, 
Slovenes and Croats are strongly against any associations with the Balkans, as it 
also evokes associations with the former Yugoslavia. Furthermore, in their 
discourses, “the Balkans” are usually re-signified as “Serbia,” with which these 
countries (due to the civil wars) seek no further connection (cf. Razsa and 
Lindstrom 2004). Mainstream political discourses in both countries use the term 
Balkan in its negative connotation, as an unwanted image, against which (or 
upon whose exclusion) the modern (post-Yugoslav, post-socialist) national 
identity can be constructed. For example, Baker (2008) notes the controversy 
related to Croatia’s entry in the Eurovision song contest in 2006, which was seen 
by the public as sounding like so-called “newly composed folk music” (likewise 
associated with Serbia – see 2.2.1). This controversy stemmed from an ingrained 
view of music’s role in demarcating identities, therefore “Croatian” music 
having to necessarily sound different from “Serbian” music. Interestingly, the 
arranger of the song was Goran Bregović himself, which testifies to his shifting 
position in different local contexts; nevertheless, within the Croatian discourse 

40



Bregović’s multiethnic heritage worked to his disadvantage, as it morphed into a 
“simple Serbian referent” (Baker 2008: 747).22

Like Romania (cf. Cioroianu 2005 – see footnote 21), Serbia – with which 
Bregović is often associated intraregionally – is also torn by its impossible escape 
from the Balkans. The processes of negotiating its Balkan identity, accepting and 
rejecting of its Balkan nature, are visible in many realms, from politics to daily 
life. The Balkan trope is frequently evoked and in a panoply of contexts, in both 
positive and negative connotations. When it comes to music, the similar binarist 
attitude is visible at the national level, in official support for events both labelled 
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22  In Croatia, the disassociation from (what is perceived as) the Balkans, which was 
previously evident in lack of economic and political cooperation, is nowadays 
abandoned. However, what lingers is the label’s impact in public discourse and popular 
culture, where all public spheres are to this day diligently purified from all that is 
perceived as Serbian/Balkan. The temporal displacement of the region is replicated in 
many instances, even at the highest political level, such as testified by the Macedonian 
context and its former President who stated that “to catch up with the 21st century and 
with the Europe of open frontiers and cooperation, it is necessary that the Balkans 
change themselves essentially” (Balalovska 2003).
In contrast, the Slovenian public has expressed an ambivalent, double-layered response 
to its imputed belonging to the Balkans. While the official discourse tries to distance 
Slovenia as much as possible from the Balkans (Patterson 2003), the unofficial discourse, 
entertained in popular culture and among youths, embraces the similarly constructed 
Balkan image exactly for its anti-European traits (Močnik 2005). As the first ex-Yugoslav 
country to join the EU (in 2004), and as the most “north-western” of all former republics 
(and thus the least “Balkan,” according to the intra-Yugoslav dislocation of the 
unwanted identity – Bakić-Hayden and Hayden 1992), Slovenia was quick to shake off 
the unwanted Balkan heritage. However,  on the very evening of celebrating Slovenia 
joining the EU, an underground club in the country’s capital of Ljubljana echoed with 
the sounds of a big “Balkan party,” a music trend that continued to this day as an 
exemplary case of Yugo-nostalgia (Pogačar 2010; Rasmussen 2007: 89).  As if to lament the 
loss of (the wild) part of the self, the fascination with the untamed image of the Balkans 
provided the backdrop for the tame image of EU Slovenia.  At the specific moment of EU 
accession, Slovenian youths mourned the upcoming loss of individual, idiosyncratic self: 
“They consciously rejected dominant ideals of being or becoming Central Europeans: 
closeness, cleanness, narrowness, and provinciality” (Muršić 2007: 97).  This music trend 
has likewise fulfilled a political purpose by exposing the artificiality of Slovenian mono-
ethnic nationalistic discourse, and by embracing the image of a multiethnic, anti-
European Balkans (Stanković 2001: 109; see also Jansen 2001: 62-63). 
Unfortunately, the comparative studies of internal replication of Balkanism in 
Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina (although they would provide a valuable 
reference point) are not as common and available, at the time of the writing of this study. 
The same applies to analogue research carried out in Albania, which is why this country 
is omitted from this short review. 



as “Balkan” (i.e. local, traditional, authentic) as well as “European” (i.e. global 
urban, modern).23 

As evident from the Slovenian case (see footnote 22), in many countries in 
the region Balkan identity is seen as undesirable but at the same time is the 
target of the dark desire for “dirty corporeal pleasures” (Kiossev 2005: 180). 
Dealing with an imposed stereotype results in different coping strategies: 
displacing or accepting the stigma, or inverting the stigma and re-inscribing the 
stereotypes in their positive form (Razsa and Lindstrom 2004; Volčić 2005). As 
noted previously, in each case the in-between, ambiguous image of the Balkans 
hardens into a clear-cut, extreme Other against (the rest of) Europe.

The displacement of the stigma, as elaborated above, functions by nesting 
the unwanted Balkan identity and projecting it further down the imaginary 
hierarchy (Bakić-Hayden 1995). In contrast, a way to come to terms with stigma 
is to internalise it and identify with the imposed negative image. This process is 
sometimes coupled with the frustration at the fact that the Balkans are 
powerless, left to the will of the more powerful parts of the world to be 
constructed, to be defined – their belonging in (or outside) Europe decided by 
the anonymous “West.” It results in the “classification struggle” of the European 
periphery for recognition (Guzina, quoted in Patterson 2003: 139). The third way 
to negotiate the Balkan stigma is to reverse the mutually exclusive Europe and 
the Balkans into an oppositely charged value dichotomy. Bjelić claims that the 
positive interpretation of the dichotomy enables local scholars “to mount 
resistance to the imperial culture of globalization” (Bjelić 2005: 15). Positive 
reinscribing of Balkan stereotypes also yields many instances of “the Balkans” 
being offered as a brand in the transregional pop culture realm, which is also 
seen as the reason for popularity of low-level musics tainted by “Oriental” 
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23 For example, at a public debate dedicated to media in Serbia (Amsterdam, December 
13 2006), the former Minister of Foreign Affairs, Goran Svilanović, explained how 
Serbian identity today shifts between the two poles (“East” and “West”), which could be 
observed in the example of two largest Serbian music festivals: the Guča brass music 
festival (in the western region of the country – Marković 2008a) on the one hand, and 
“Exit Noise Summer Fest” (in Novi Sad, in the northern Serbian province of Vojvodina), 
which is dedicated to various forms of popular music, on the other. He emphasised that 
the Serbian government subsidised both events, thereby effectively supporting such an 
ambiguous position, in the sense discussed by Todorova (1997: 17-18). 



influences (Kiossev 2005; Mišković 2006: 443; Volčić 2005).24 The result, according 
to Kiossev, is “less a music of protest and trauma … than a tricksterlike, comic 
and aggressive transformation. It turns the lowermost picture of the Balkans 
upside down and converts the stigma into a joyful consumption of pleasures 
forbidden by European norms and taste” (ibid: 185). For this reason such 
reinscription is of relevance to Bregović’s career, as a prime example of a 
consciously “Balkanised” image – of giving positive meaning to the adopted 
stereotypes and projecting them (in parodic form) at international audiences. 
Accordingly, Mišković sees in these popular forms the “signs of accepting the 
inevitability of Balkan belonging” and states that the “stigma is thus converted 
into self-parody, while the cultural products distasteful to the West are 
consumed with pleasure and spite” (2006: 443). The specific features of Balkan 
stereotypes can differ depending on the context, but even in this reversed image, 
constructing the Balkans as a repository for positive features still places them in 
opposition to presumed European features. The allure of the Balkans is thus 
constructed as a (positively inscribed) barbaric, authentic alternative to the over-
civilised, inauthentic West, or, in some local discourses, even as a form of 
resistance against western oppression (Volčić 2005: 167).25 
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24  Kiossev explores new forms of popular culture and music developing in Balkan 
countries (such as different emanations of ethnopop – see below). Claiming that these new 
forms stem from a psychological reaction to being stigmatised (which leads through 
process of self-stigmatising, to self-exoticization), he quotes Živković who deals with 
Serbian self-image, but his remarks are largely applicable to the entire Balkan region: 
“The stigma they bear combines the stigmas of the South and of the East, both Slavdom 
and Turkish taint,  of congenital communism and Balkan violence. … Accepting this 
largely negative stigma, their responses oscillate between playing it back in exaggerated 
form as ‘minstrelization’ and various shades of ambivalent self-exoticization” (Živković, 
quoted in Kiossev 2005: 189). 
In another paper, Živković relates the Balkan condition to coping strategies of another 
European Other, namely Russia. Being unable to dislocate their otherness and nest it in 
an Eastern other (being geopolitically the ultimate East of Europe), and at the same time 
being susceptible to self-definition issues like other (European) margins, the Russians 
internalise their stigma by constructing the mysterious, Slavic “Russian soul” as a 
utopian antipode to the soulless West (Živković 2001: 95; see also Gogwilt 1995: 229 on 
the rhetoric of the “Russian soul”). In comparison, Serbian (and, by extension, Balkan) 
citizens are bound to similarly reverse the meaning of the stereotype and embrace their 
Balkanness through an ongoing indulging in “anti-European” (“Oriental”) music and 
other cultural practices – engaging with the “embrace of unreason,” as phrased by Van 
de Port (1998: 18).

25 It should be noted, however, that internalising of the Balkan stigma is by no means the 
only (artistic) reaction to its burden (see down). In all the countries in the region there are 
multiple voices of resistance against an externally imposed categorisation, and a refusal 
to engage in any sort of dialogue with such binary constructs, even if only to refute 
them. A similar position is encouraged by Soja who, quoting bell hooks, reminds that 
“assimilation, imitation, or assuming the role of rebellious exotic are not the only options 
and never have been” (1996: 97).



In her analysis of the Serbian notion of the “West,” Volčić further reveals a 
mechanism employed by the local population that transforms the imposed 
image into a crucial place of agency: “in this struggle for representation, Serbian 
discourses tend to accept the imagery of the stronger side, but crucially also 
attempt to rearticulate it in ways that fit their own interests and desires.” In such a 
context, those charged with the negative image “at the same time [attempt] to 
reverse, exploit and fully accept negative valuation through self-exoticization” (ibid: 
161, 162 – emphasis added). This idea is confirmed by Hofman’s (2013) 
statements about Balkan images (within events such as Balkan Music Awards) 
having emancipatory power. Such views reflect Soja’s idealistic thoughts on 
using the imposed image to mobilise one’s resistance against the hegemonic 
power (1996: 87); however, as Taylor (2007: 145, 160) confirms, in case of music 
these idealistic motivations usually collapse in contact with corporate music 
business. At the same time, the auto-exoticised artworks intended for 
international consumption often go through severe scrutiny and are subjected to 
numerous derogatory comments in the artist’s country of origin, showing that 
the work, when decontextualised, loses its intended meaning (while 
simultaneously gaining a myriad of other meanings – see 5.3.2). This condition, 
also commented upon by Parakilas (1998: 192), is at the core of local 
(intraregional) criticism directed against Bregović, accusing him for adopting a 
simplified, essentialised image of the region for lucrative reasons, thereby 
propagating further negative Balkan stereotypes (see Chapter 4). 

Therefore, the employment of Balkanist notions by local artists – even 
ironically – is often critically addressed in local academic discourses (Razsa and 
Lindstrom 2004: 648; Volčić 2005: 156; Stanković 2001: 100; Muršić 2007; Jansen 
2001; Živković 2001), which in fact target Bregović as one of the crucial 
ingredients of the current (caricatured) Balkan image. The almost unanimous 
disapproval (in academic circles) of Bregović’s conscious engaging with 
Balkanist stereotypes stems from the fact that, even while reversing the pole of 
the axis into an oppositely charged value dichotomy, this simplistic binarism is 
still perpetuated instead of challenged. Consequently, the Western hegemony 
over unwanted discursive practices does not only persist, but is in fact 
internalised and therefore strengthened. Even in cases of extreme othering of the 
West, as noted by Mijatović in Serbia during the civil wars of the 1990s, the East/
West dichotomy is merely reversed instead of deconstructed (2003: 39). 

The self-orientalising stance is utilised by many artists who decide to offer 
the Balkans as a brand at the international market. Within this framework, the 
positively reinscribed image of the Balkans is evoked, which praises this identity 
(as opposed to the similarly constructed Western European one) as less artificial, 
warmer, more genuine, human, and importantly more authentic, which is an 
essential ingredient of the “Balkan” label as a music brand (see 2.3). As the 
forthcoming chapters will show, self-exoticising is a crucial tactic intrinsic to this 
roleplaying, conducted by Bregović and all other artists who decide to simulate, 
to perform  the Balkans for their audiences, for financial and other reasons. At 
various Balkan-themed events participants are encouraged to temporarily 
experience the wild, yet tame and safe, image of the Balkans, and to be(come) a 
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“Balkanite” for one night (Muršić 2007: 95 – see also Van de Port 1998: 18 on 
adopting the Gypsy identity). 

2.1.4. Stereotypes About the Balkans 

Being a social product, space “serves as a tool of thought and of action ... it 
is also a means of control, and hence of domination, or power” (Lefebvre 1991 
[1974]: 26). The current image of the Balkans in popular culture is based on the 
preconceptions about the region discussed above, which have been 
accumulating for up to two hundred years. Balkanism, being “as much a 
conceptual designator as a geographic one” (Fleming 2000: 1230), influences 
popular culture in the region as well as about the region. The power of 
externally created but internally reproduced Balkan images is so great that 
Aleksić writes about “cultural colonisation” carried out through media (2002: 
349-350). This power is confirmed by Goldsworthy (2005 [1998]) and Daković 
(2008) who likewise discuss the vast impact of popular literature and movies on 
the construction and perpetuation of public opinions.

The construction and perpetuation of stereotypes stems from “the basic 
human tendency to bifurcate the world ... into the familiar and the foreign, or the 
Self and the Other” (Austern 1998: 27). Stereotypes are more (or at least as much) 
about the Self as they are about the Other: Theodossopoulos clarifies that the 
“commentary about exclusion is in fact all about defining the boundaries of 
inclusion ... Characterisations we reserve for Others have something important 
to tell about our self-definition.” The other function of stereotypes, which he 
defines as their explanatory function, interprets reality according to the 
expectations formed by these preconceptions (2003: 177-178). For instance, 
referring to the known “facts” about the Balkans (e.g. the region as the powder-
keg, filled with bloodthirsty ethnic hatred) helps to interpret subsequent events 
(e.g. wars in the former Yugoslavia) by imprinting the pre-existing notion on the 
current context. Through a complex web of intertextual links with previous 
historical texts, every event is connectedc to a past event which confirms the 
thesis of the Balkans suffering from a congenital, immutable defectiveness (the 
same is discussed by Said as the strategic formation of Orientalism – 2003 [1978]: 
20; see also 177). In this way the event is tautologically explained and the 
stereotype gets replicated (on replication of stereotypes as memes, see 4.4). 

The power of stereotype, dangerous for leading to total identification with 
the imposed image (cf. Bhabha 1994: 107-120), is so strong that reality is 
moulded in order to fit expectations. For instance, the recent (late-20th-century) 
history of the Balkans was seen not as stemming from an inevitably difficult 
process of forming nation-states (in the case of the former Yugoslavia) and 
joining the global economy (in the case of all post-communist countries), but 
from “some congenital bent for self-destruction” (Hammond 2005: 136). 
Todorova confirms the power of Balkanist stereotypes: “As with any 
generalization, this one is based on reductionism, but the reductionism and 
stereotyping of the Balkans has been of such degree and intensity that the 
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discourse merits and requires special analysis” (Todorova 1997: 3). What makes 
these stereotypes especially resilient is the timelessness of the Balkan trope: the 
notion that, in spite of all the historical events that have taken place there, the 
Balkans are a symbol “conveniently located outside historical time” (Todorova 
1997: 7; see also Said on perdurability of the Orient – 2003 [1978]: 230). 
Consequently, in contrast to their intrinsic internal fluidity and blurriness 
(which, as noted above, fuel their image’s power as stereotype), the Balkans 
(need to) remain petrified, without the right to their own history and present, 
“perceived as interesting only while in the state of childhood 
innocence” (Aleksić 2002: 354). The same has been discussed by Bhabha, who 
notes the fixity of the colonial discourse which gives power to the stereotype 
(1994: 94-95). Additionally, he stresses the stereotype’s repetitiveness, which 
“must be told (compulsively) again and afresh” in order for the stereotype to 
retain its fixity and its phantasmatic quality (ibid: 111), which in turn explains 
the popularity of intraregional cultural forms engaging with the tainted Balkan 
image. 

Goldsworthy (2005 [1998]: 2) emphasises the importance of the process by 
which the British and American entertainment industries have appropriated the 
negative image of the Balkans, and explicitly compares the “imperialism of the 
entertainment industry” to economic imperialism (ibid: 248). In that sense, she 
regards the perpetuation of Balkan images as an example of the neocolonial 
appropriation of goods, whereby “goods” is a mysterious Elsewhere, a utopia, a 
set of cheap exotic props used in many a literary work. She warns against the 
seeming innocence of adopting a silhouette of an Elsewhere just as an exotic 
spice to the narrative, as such images (even if invented) have power to imprint 
and reshape reality for their inhabitants. As discussed in the previous section, 
the stereotypes residing in these literary works not only form public opinions, 
but also – on a feedback loop aiming to cater to the expectations of the reading 
audience – reflect the contemporary images of the Balkans (ibid: 195). Although 
Goldsworthy is not referring to his work as such, these thoughts evoke 
Appadurai’s discussion on the power of mediascapes, and especially on the 
“images of the world created by [the] media” (1996: 35). The profusion of 
images, writes Appadurai, results in the intertwining of the spheres of 
mediascapes and ideoscapes; in other words, the condition “in which the world 
of commodities and the world of news and politics are profoundly mixed. ... The 
lines between the realistic and the fictional landscapes... are blurred” (ibid).

These stereotypes, evoked in passing, work as metonyms for a set of 
assumed knowledge about the Balkans, “sets of metaphors by which people live 
as they help to constitute narratives of the Other” (Goldsworthy 2005 [1998]: 36). 
They are rarely challenged, but are instead taken for granted as true, used as a 
“stenographic indication – a piece of discourse that refers to background 
knowledge the speaker and audience share” (Močnik 2005: 95). This in turn 
relates to what Said referred to as latent Orientalism, a seemingly “morally 
neutral and objectively valid,” unchallenged body of information about the 
Orient (2003 [1978]: 205-206). Consequently, in narrative-based domains such as 
fiction literature or film, Balkan stereotypes are often evoked merely as a two-
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dimensional backdrop scenery, an ambiance that provides the plot with a 
specific atmosphere rather than raising questions. The usages of the Balkan trope 
in fiction literature spans more than a century: from the above-mentioned 
Dracula (1897) by Bram Stoker, to Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express 
(1934) to more recent novels such as Julian Barnes’ The Porcupine (1992) and 
many more (for an extensive account of the Balkans in British literature, see 
Goldsworthy 2005 [1998]). 

In movies, the Balkans are invariably portrayed either as a tumultuous 
war-stricken or Roma-inhabited Elsewhere. The first group of films increased in 
number during and immediately following the 1990s civil wars in the former 
Yugoslavia, when the mountainous landscape of imagined Bosnia served as a 
background for an American-hero’s victory over shady local villains (cf. 
Mišković 2006). Mišković elaborates on the power of media to perpetuate the 
image of the balkanised Balkans: 

The wars, as presented in the movies, served as a facade, a stage on which Western 
(North American) heroes exercise their mastery and moral superiority,  fighting 
and winning over amorphous Balkan characters. The marginal status of the 
Balkan peoples is underscored by the subtle process of racialization: Their swarthy 
complexion evokes the image of semi-Whites, or Oriental other, with both 
concepts causing uneasiness among the Westerners (2006: 441).26

In her analysis of Balkan stereotypes in movies, Daković claims that there 
is a set of notions shared by diverse Balkan artistic outputs that are recognisable 
as “Balkanness” (2008: 23), and offers a lengthy analysis of movies that deal 
with, represent, or use the Balkans as a prop. She discusses how many 
Hollywood releases utilise this image in a way similar to fiction literature: as an 
“empire of barbarians, with inevitable wanton weddings in the middle of 
nowhere, pregnant brides and unbridled celebrations with Roma music” (ibid: 
56). She defines the role of the Balkans as a narrative “satellite,” an element 
which functions as a “digression, retardation, description, the absence of which 
does not jeopardise the intelligibility of the plot” (ibid: 146). The Balkans of the 
1990s provided an array of villains for Hollywood, until September 11 which has 
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26  Although problematising the usage of the term subaltern to discuss the Balkans, 
Mišković nevertheless quotes Gabriel’s research on the construction of whiteness in 
Europe and the notion of “marginal” White ethnicities: “Although not elaborating 
further, he inferred that although Eastern and Western Europeans are racially defined as 
White, their whiteness is not seen as equal” (2006: 446-447). See also Wolff (1994: 38) on 
the racialised perception of the inhabitants of Eastern Europe by contemporary 
travellers. 



redirected the world’s imagination towards another default enemy (cf. 
Hammond 2005: 150-151).27 

The second group of movies, using the equally persistent ingrained 
stereotypes revolving around the Roma (see 5.2), is often created by local 
producers, notably Emir Kusturica (see 3.2) who has boosted his international 
career with movies about the Roma standing metonymically to represent the 
Balkans, dislocated both temporally and civilisationally from Here and Now.28 In 
Szeman’s view, Kusturica and Bregović “have together made brass band and the 
Balkan Gypsy musician trope famous” (2009: 103). Kusturica’s treatment of the 
Balkans turns them into a place of madness and muddiness: his movie “Black 
Cat, White Cat is a testimony to Balkan madness” (Malvinni 2004: 197). This view 
of the region is furthermore linked with self-glorifying nationalism which is an 
extraordinarily sensitive issue in the former Yugoslavia. This is the reason why 
Kusturica’s (as well as Bregović’s) works are sometimes criticised by local 
intellectuals: “They fear that, in glorifying Balkan stereotypes of violent gloom 
and reckless extravagance entertaining the West... Kusturica and Bregovic 
interfere with their process of disidentification with nationalism and with their 
efforts to decontaminate their cultures from nationalist signifiers.” At the same 
time, “Western scholars who recognized in Kusturica’s movies an alternative to 
Hollywood and a refreshing attempt to reshape the codes of global culture 
remain puzzled by this attitude” (Bjelić 2005: 15). 

Nevertheless, tapping into Balkan stereotypes seems to offer lucrative 
opportunities for local artists.29  The influence of Balkan and Gypsy tropes 
promoted in international markets is confirmed by Szeman, who states that 
“[n]on-Romani works featuring Roma, such as Kusturica’s Time of the Gypsies 
and Black Cat, White Cat, have created a whole field of signifiers that continue to 
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27 Nevertheless, Daković reminds,  the international movie industry does not carry out 
politically profiled stigmatisation; it rather uncritically reproduces the stereotypes 
existing in other domains of cultural production, as a result of utilitarian motives or 
plain ignorance (2008: 157). In favour of this notion – that the international movie 
industry only perpetuates existing stereotypes rather than challenging them – is the fact 
(reported by ibid: 199) that in 2004 in Serbia the only local productions that received 
foreign (EU) subsidies were the ones that played on the usual features of Balkanness and 
the Balkans as Europe’s Other: ethnic, pastoral exoticism on the one hand, and war 
traumas on the other. 

28 Despite the view that Balkan citizens enjoy movies and music about (and by) the Roma 
as a result of their internalised stigma (“We are all Gypsies” – e.g. Živković 2001: 98-99; 
see also Van de Port 1999),  it is more likely that the inclination of Balkan artists towards 
Roma trope is motivated mainly by economic gain, as the “Gypsy” has been a locus of 
European desire for more than a century (cf. Sell 2007).

29  Quoting a film director, Volčić reveals the attitude of catering to the consumers’ 
expectations: “There is a prescribed conceptualization of Serbian films and Balkan art in 
general in the West by now. Being a Serbian film-maker, you are somehow expected to 
make films full of sex, death, passion, music, dancing. ... [It is] difficult to give the West 
all the music and exotic Balkan dancing that they want” (2005: 168). 



be quoted, recycled, and perpetuated, to the extent that Roma use and quote 
them themselves... Many of the bands and festivals of ‘Gypsy music’ in the West 
seem to have stepped out of these films” (2009: 103). 

In consequence to the externally constructed Balkan images, local artists – 
in order to meet the expectations of their international audience – need to engage 
with these tokens. In cases where they step out of their expected niche (such as 
Kusturica with his attempt at Hollywood cinema with Arizona Dream – see 3.2), 
they are usually not as successful. This phenomenon is evident in world music 
as well, and also obvious from Bregović’s recent productions (such as his 2005 
theatrical arrangement of Queen Margot – see 3.4), demonstrating that his 
projects that do not overtly play with Balkan stereotypes are less welcome by his 
international audiences. The mechanism of perpetuating musical stereotypes 
(indicators of an exotic Elsewhere) is elaborated in 5.3.

As discussed above, this opportunist attitude driven by economic gain 
contributes to the survival of Balkanist notions. Volčić (2005: 168-169) reminds us 
that it is precisely this process of self-exoticising and internalising imposed 
stereotypes that propels them further (see also 4.1). Artists are often aware of the 
ethical implications of their choice to replicate stereotypes in their work. Their 
deliberate agency (and conscious involvement) in branding the Balkans for 
foreign markets is in turn responsible for the resistance and criticism by local 
intellectual elites directed against artists like Bregović (see Chapter 5). Volčić 
confirms that “these artists celebrate the westerner’s gaze and in many different 
ways affirm and perpetuate the Otherness of the Balkans” (ibid: 168) and 
concludes that 

[o]ne needs to be careful, then, in celebrating the redeployment of stereotypes and 
reflecting them back as a pure process of resistance. To suggest that these 
appropriations constitute a challenge to western hegemony is to fall into the trap 
of romanticizing the counter-hegemonic. The power of the employment and 
recommodification of western stereotypes is that it pretends to individuals that 
they hold some power over their own image ... The foregoing discussion suggests 
that the notion of self-exoticization as a form of resistance needs to be 
reconfigured and revised (ibid: 169-171). 

The set of notions attributed to the Balkans, as noted previously, also 
includes positive characteristics, mostly in the range of a premodern, natural, 
and unspoiled culture where interactions (including music encounters) are 
marked by genuineness and immediacy – which is greatly exploited by 
musicians such as Goran Bregović, who build their international image on the 
idea of barbaric, unconstrained Balkans, especially in combination with the 
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stereotype of the Gypsy musician (see Chapter 5).30 Laušević’s study (2007) 
provides valuable insight into the appeal of the Balkans to US aficionados, albeit 
– or precisely because – they are spatially displaced from “their” Balkans (and 
also, on many levels, temporally), substituting the tangibility of their daily life 
with the invented “realness” of the Balkans: “The romantically pastoral is often 
the ‘real’ to which the ‘plasticity’ of modern life is contrasted” (2007: 62). The 
imaginary nature of the Balkans in relation to Western Europe hence transforms 
them into heterotopia, described as a “space of illusion that exposes every real 
space ... as still more illusory” (Foucault 1967). 

2.2. The Diversity of Balkan Musics 

This section highlights some basic notions related to local (Balkan) music 
transmission and identity politics, especially in relation to the dreaded 
“Oriental” influence. Not aiming to provide a comprehensive overview of 
regional practices, it focuses on the former Yugoslavia, which is a relevant 
context as it provided Bregović’s initial music and social environment, the one 
that on many levels formed and fed his contemporary musical imprint. It 
discusses some of the music styles that were formative of his subsequent career, 
not only in terms of musical sources (for tunes that he would use in his later 
works) but also in terms of the treatment of these sources (which would form a 
framework for his later “recycling” compositional technique – see 4.2).

As mentioned in 2.1.3, there are elaborated discourses in Balkan countries 
focused on an ongoing repositioning along the West/East axis. Within these 
discourses, cultural forms such as music (and especially its perceived Oriental 
features) are constantly scrutinised and reinterpreted, and their genuineness 
(and therefore their potential to represent ethnic identity in its constant shifting 
and realigning) is continually renegotiated. Some music practices are discarded 
(especially by pro-European elites) as undesirable signs of the backward 
Balkans, whereas others are considered to be precious examples of national 
(constructed as Western/proto-European) cultural heritage. This attitude is 
behind the (intraregional) criticism of Bregović’s music, which is likewise 
scrutinised and often criticised for promoting an inappropriate (i.e. “Oriental” 
and therefore inauthentic and less-than-European) version of the region and its 
culture. At the same time, the imagining of the Balkans discussed above plays an 
active role (particularly transregionally) in the marketing and the ideological 
conceptualising of reconstructions of traditional music. What is being promoted 
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30 This positive valorisation also seems to be locally adopted at a higher, policy-making 
level: for example, the governmental Strategy for Tourism Development of the Republic 
of Serbia from 2006 explicitly identifies Serbia’s touristic potential as residing in the 
country’s “inclination towards festivals, celebrations and other events, which allows the 
Republic of Serbia to present its unique style of living,” and pinpoints the term “Balkan” 
as “an inexhaustible source for branding tourist experiences on an ‘emotional’ 
scale” (quoted in Dumnić 2012: 351).



(and, ultimately, sold) is a revived set of excerpts, representative version of 
Balkan music, which especially applies to Bregović’s releases (see 5.1).

2.2.1. Post-WWII Yugoslavia: Music and Politics

Goran Bregović’s international career needs to be framed within the 
context of his previous intraregional career (see 3.1). Already early in his career, 
being a member (as well as producer and composer) of the biggest rock band of 
the former Yugoslavia required that he articulate and negotiate issues of political 
agency, class identity, the representative role of art and so forth. As Mijatović 
reports (2003: 101), art in the post-WWII Yugoslavia was utilised to educate on 
the principles of socialism, and all genres coming from (or developing under) 
“Western” influences were deemed capitalist, therefore subversive and anti-
establishment. In this sense, the role of Bregović’s initial rock band, Bijelo 
Dugme (The White Button), was even more significant, as it adopted the rock 
and roll style (matched with its attributed attitudes and visual iconography) and 
yet managed to put it in service of confirming and legitimising the official 
socialist ideology. 

Rock and roll music in the former Yugoslavia has developed against the 
backdrop of (and as an alternative to) another hugely popular genre, namely the 
cluster of styles stemming from traditional music. These styles, ranging from 
arranged folk tunes to the so-called “newly composed folk music” (henceforth 
NCFM) to the later “turbo-folk” (Rasmussen 2007; Gordy 1999: 104-105, 132-134; 
Van de Port 1998: 57), were an important (musical and ideological) source for 
Bregović’s  later music. The profound ideological shift during the 1990s 
(prompted by political events) placed turbo-folk in the centre of mass culture 
and dislocated rock and roll further towards the margins. Consequently, 
although initially classified as rock and roll, Bregović’s rock band remained in 
the mainstream and therefore received a retrospective inscription as the 
precursor of turbo-folk (see below). 

Another important stylistic source of inspiration for Bregović, apart from 
sporadic quotations of rural singing styles (such as heterophonic multipart 
singing – see down, or klapa singing – see 4.2.), is brass music (Marković 2008a; 
Golemović 2006a, 2006b). This practice has in the recent decades merged to a 
large extent with the “newly-composed” music, and it is greatly popularised by 
Bregović as the main expressive idiom in his international career. This style was 
introduced to Serbian music through military ensembles in the 19th century 
(Mijatović 2003: 82),31 and gained its extreme popularity in the latter half of the 
20th century, particularly through the Brass Band Festival in Guča (district of 
Dragačevo in southwest Serbia – Marković 2008a). Slowly gaining popularity 
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31 Today’s nationalist connotation of brass music (which in turn adds to its appeal in the 
world music market as a genuine, “traditional” music practice), according to Mijatović, 
stems from its initial use as a military instrument and patriotic songs as its primary 
repertoire (2003: 82).



throughout the 1960s and 1970s, brass music merged with NCFM and gradually 
assumed a central position in the genre. Often performed by Roma musicians, it 
is a quintessential style in Balkan music’s international representations, greatly 
aided by Bregović’s career and his Wedding and Funeral Orchestra (see 3.4).

In audience reception, all these genres (as mentioned in the previous 
section) undergo the same reflexive repositioning against the Balkan/West axis 
and, following the recurring nesting discussed by Bakić-Hayden (1995), are 
displaced and attributed to undesired internal – and external – others (mostly 
Roma). The significance of the NCFM and its derivates is especially relevant for 
Bregović’s current career. Due to his genre crossover in his (post-1990s) releases, 
his music is (in the former Yugoslavia) regarded as inextricably linked to the 
NCFM, and is also formative in its development and contemporary popularity. 
At the same time, Bregović’s music, like NCFM, is a target of ongoing criticism, 
ranging from aesthetic to ideological. 

NCFM’s history and development is well-discussed in many studies 
(Mijatović 2003, Rasmussen 1995, 1996, 2002). The origins of the style are linked 
to the attempt to construct an urban identity for a newly-emerging working class 
made up of a rural population that had migrated to cities in the post-WWII 
Yugoslavia. From its conception being “a psychological statement of living in 
two worlds” (Rasmussen 1996: 100), its “newly-composed” nature “implied an 
absence of historicity and authenticity and a sense of ephemerality that simply 
underscored perceptions of this genre as cheap commercial kitsch associated 
with diminishing social mores” (Buchanan 2006: 433). This negative reputation 
of the genre was only heightened during the 1990s, when it absorbed 
nationalistic sentiments and was used as a vehicle to communicate and promote 
the nationalist regime’s ideology to the public. Musically, due to its syncretic 
nature and “exaggerated melodic embellishments,” which were “perceived as 
excessive, in poor taste, and even vulgar” (Buchanan 2006: 433), it embodied the 
Balkanist debate intrinsic to “impossible escape” from the historical and cultural 
legacy of the Ottoman past (see 2.1.3) and ongoing discussions about musical 
borrowing, authenticity and national identity. In a (musical) nutshell, NCFM’s 
traits labelled as Oriental were “richly-ornamented melodies with various trill 
patterns used both decoratively and structurally, and minor modes featuring 
augmented seconds” (Rasmussen 1995: 248). NCFM thus replicates the Balkanist 
discourse, assigning the negative (Oriental) value to those performers 
(audiences, groups, territories, countries) who are associated with the genre. It 
has to this day remained a locus of aesthetic and ethical discussions pervaded by 
friction and controversy. 

Although a thorough analysis of NCFM falls beyond the scope of this text, 
it is important to discuss it to the extent that it clarifies Bregović’s crossover from 
the previous rock to the later NCFM idiom, which was facilitated and aided by 
his flirtation with folk music already early on in his career (see 3.1). This 
crossover might be a reason for later researchers’ ambiguity in classifying The 
White Button as a rock band, deciding to classify it as proto-neofolk instead 
(Mijatović 2003: 158, Gordy 1999: 123, 145). Bregović’s functional and musical 
link with NCFM might be the reason why he is associated mainly with Serbian 
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music, despite his multiethnic background, as this was where NCFM flourished 
within the former Yugoslavia (both in terms of supply and demand), embodying 
the nesting paradigm by internal displacement of “Orientalised” music to the 
southeastern Yugoslav territories. Furthermore, the fact that subscribing to the 
NCFM label is not a culturally inconsequential choice but instead a preference 
“that is tied to cultural affinity and one’s own socio-cultural 
identity” (Rasmussen 1995: 251) reflects on the critical discourse revolving 
around Bregović’s current career. 

It should be stressed that Bregović’s appropriation of the NCFM idiom 
goes beyond the musical (stylistic) level. His adoption of the “celebratory 
aspect” of NCFM and marketing his music as generating festive moods 
(especially through his construction of the fictive kafana atmosphere – see below) 
is prominent in his recent career, and arguably crucial to his international 
success. Likewise, it is NCFM’s “seductive power” that Mijatović emphasises as 
essential for its success in promoting the nationalistic ideology during the 1990s 
(2003: 48). 

Another important characteristic of NCFM was its stylistic promiscuity, 
which is of relevance when it comes to exploring the recycling techniques 
adopted and praised by Bregović (see 4.2). In comparison with Bulgarian music 
of the time, as reported by Buchanan, 

Serbs freely combined stylistic elements from the cultures around them. They took 
from everywhere ...  translating borrowed traits into their own musical language, 
such that the results sounded “Serbianized.” They were not afraid to borrow; 
culture was a market from which they could select whatever they wished. 
Therefore, [to the contemporary Bulgarian listeners] Serbian music [embodied in 
NCFM] sounded freer, more appealing, more innovative (Buchanan 2007c: 247).

During the 1990s, the extreme interpenetration of musical and political 
spheres resulted in the mutation of NCFM into the so-called turbo-folk, a word 
allegedly coined in 1989 to mock the “folkies” but actually embraced by them 
without irony (Mijatović 2003: 53).32 It was characterised by yet another fusion, 
this time with internationally popular dance and techno styles. Over time, turbo-
folk would lose more and more of the local sound, with some tunes being 
created entirely as pop-dance hits, although retaining the turbo-folk label which 
morphed into a reference to the social strata of its listeners rather than any 
musical content (Đurković 2004: 280). Due to its infamous links with political 
and paramilitary forces with increasingly nationalistic lyrics, turbo-folk was 
publicly abominated (although unofficially enjoyed) in surrounding Yugoslav 
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commercial mass production. Both the text, music and visual presentation are an 
amalgam of West and East, of traditional and modern, of domestic and foreign. ... The 
producers of this genre are not remotely interested in authenticity of the spirit of the 
people. All that matters is glitter, glamour and gushing emotions” (1998: 57).



republics. In Croatia, the popularity of “Serbianized” music was considered a 
threat to Croatian national identity (Baker 2008: 749). 

In its post-2000 incarnation, turbo-folk has shed its nationalistic image, 
while keeping its incriminating Oriental(ised) identity. It should be stressed that 
the popularity of turbo-folk and related styles reaches well beyond the borders 
of ex-Yugoslav countries. Similar styles, raging in Romania and Bulgaria under 
the names of manele and chalga respectively (and closely related to Romani music 
– Silverman 2012: 116), are likewise hybridising international pop music with 
local practices. Dubbed ethnopop  by Buchanan (2007b), all these genres display a 
certain tension evident from ideological battles revolving around familiar issues 
of identity, West/East binarism, Ottoman legacy, the status of Roma music(ians) 
and so on (Buchanan 2007a: XXIII; Rasmussen 2007: 74; Szeman 2009: 101; 
Silverman 2012: 194-195). In their boasting of what Kiossev refers to as “arrogant 
Balkan intimacy,” these forms embrace and celebrate the Balkans “as they are: 
backward and Oriental, corporeal and semi-rural, rude, funny, but 
intimate” (2005: 185). At the same time, they are rejected by official national 
discourses that interpret their culturally intertwined influences as a potential 
threat to ethnic/national distinctiveness (Stokes 1997b: 16-17). 

The transregional popularity of ethnopop is only starting to be 
acknowledged in recent academic studies. Published in 2007, Rasmussen’s 
article on turbo-folk fails to account for its recent developments. Instead, she 
notes that it is “clearly not a ‘global’ style, if only because it lacks that 
distribution niche in Western transnational markets which would translate 
localness into worldly relevance” (2007: 89). However, the very recent period 
(after 2000) has seen a growing trend of transposing turbo-folk and related styles 
into many European club venues (Marković 2008b and Silverman 2012; see also 
1.1). The hypnotising appeal of the liminal, of Thirdspace where real and 
imagined are intertwined, transform these music events into “lived space” (cf. 
Lefebvre 1991 [1974]), into sites of liberation and emancipation (Soja 1996: 68). 

Finally, another important element of the local musical practices 
appropriated by Bregović is the performance context, namely the venue locally 
known as kafana: “a vestige of the former Ottoman presence” (Buchanan 2007c: 
247). The importance of the kafana for the dissemination of NCFM is emphasised 
by Rasmussen:

The essential setting of NCFM, however, is the kafana – a key metaphor for in-
group social space.  The kafana is typically associated with male-dominated notions 
of carousing, competitive drinking, and mutual treating, along with the 
conversational unfolding of time. The sheer enjoyment of the kafana ambience is 
inextricably linked with music, particularly live performances provided by both 
itinerant musicians and popular recording stars. Furthermore, the kafana 
institution, with its high concentration in both rural and urban settings, continues 
to provide grassroots validation of NCFM; as musicians like to put it, ‘kafana 
defines the hit’ ... NCFM’s authenticity is embedded in an immediacy of 
interactive identification between audience and singers (Rasmussen 1995: 250). 
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Initially a tavern that had spatially framed the moments of leisure and at 
the same time enabled free dissemination and amalgamation of local styles, the 
kafana has influenced Bregović’s stage presence and behaviour in his 
international performances. In his concerts he often tries to recreate the kafana 
atmosphere, usually coupled with the promotion of alcohol consumption, and 
his frequent drinking onstage (evident in his latest release Sljivovica and 
Champagne, titled after quintessential “Balkan” and “European” alcohols 
respectively – see 3.4). This spatial framing transforms the concert into another 
type of event, such that turns spectators into participants and encourages them 
to transgress their own social norms, especially in combination with excessive 
behaviour attributed to indulging in alcohol and enjoying brass music.

2.2.2. Whose Is This Song, After All?

Discussions about music legacies, origins and influences gain particular 
sensitivity in a region where ethnic identities were so harshly (and violently) 
confronted in the recent past. Distinction between “us” from “them” would 
imply a consequent separation of “our” from “their” music (Bohlman 2005: 222). 
However, in all their immense stylistic richness, musical practices throughout 
the Balkan region are shared cross-ethnically at a surprisingly high level, 
reflecting people’s “hypnotic admiration with the popular music of [their] 
neighbors” (Statelova, quoted in Keil and Keil 2002: 101; see also 273-274), and 
confirming arguments about the common Ottoman legacy discussed above.33 
There are different hypotheses about the reasons for these intraregional 
similarities, which spawn from Greece and Turkey to the western fringes of the 
Balkans. Sugarman importantly stresses the multidirectionality of musical 
borrowing, both at the level of rural/urban and Ottoman/indigenous (2006: 65). 
Discussing local versions of the ethnopop style, Buchanan expectably underlines 
the Ottoman legacy as one of the main causes of such “eclectic 
interweaving” (2007a: XVIII-XIX), followed by the role of Roma musicians in 
music trafficking (Silverman 1996, 2007) and, recently, the political transition 
from socialism to a market economy. The latest (post-2000) developments, 
bringing “the re-positioning and re-defining of the Balkans, as region and states, 
within the New Europe” (Buchanan 2007b: 4), go beyond the discourses of 
disjuncture towards the new avenues of economic and cultural cooperation, 
arguably leading towards the creation of a new, empowered and celebratory 
Balkan identity, which would not succumb to familiar self-exoticising labels. An 
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music studies the Ottoman influence is underlined exactly for its “culturally unifying 
force” and “considerable musical impact” (Manuel 1989:  76). Elsewhere in the same 
article Manuel states that commonalities in music resulted in “cohesion which enables us 
to treat the entire region as a distinct, if internally diverse entity” (ibid: 83). 



example of attempts to forge this new, Balkan-yet-Balkanist-free regional 
identity is evident in events such as Balkan Music Awards (Hofman 2013).34 

Whether it is indeed a case of common inherited music, or of pre-existing 
channels of cooperation and dissemination, or both, the fact remains that many 
music practices in the Balkans are closely related, both at the level of stylistic 
similarities and at the level of common tunes. This in turn relates to the 
previously mentioned discussions about publicly allocating certain music to an 
unwanted other, while at the same time privately enjoying that same music as 
one’s own. This topic is of special relevance to Bregović’s career, as he has gone 
to great lengths to justify his recycling techniques as “natural” and stemming 
from the region he comes from. Musical borrowing, resulting in the shared 
musical realm dubbed by Pettan “Balkan Musikbund” (analogous to Sprachbund – 
2010: 42-43), is prominent in many local styles, including NCFM, which is 
lyrically (but also musically) constructed as a syntactic mosaic of formulaic 
tokens, “often used interchangeably from one song context to 
another” (Rasmussen 2002: 187). The role of Roma musicians, regarded as music 
disseminators throughout the region, is crucial in this process; moreover, it is an 
essential element of their survival strategy (Keil and Keil 2002: 96-102; the same 
is confirmed by Pettan 1992: 174 and Silverman 2012). The Roma musicians are 
seen as “the cohesive musical force” in the region, with variation of existing 
material as the core element of their musicianship (ibid: 242, 256). In recent 
decades, musical borrowing was facilitated through local performances and 
audio cassettes, and especially covers of hits originating in neighbouring 
countries (Sugarman 2006). Interestingly, one of those who are individually 
credited for their crucial role in interweaving of local styles is Bregović himself, 
whose intra- and interregional popularity has contributed to the melded sound 
of the Balkans (ibid: 75). 

The extent to which tunes are dispersed and appropriated throughout the 
Balkans is illustrated in Bulgarian filmmaker Adela Peeva’s 2003 documentary 
Chia e tazi pesen? [Whose is this song?] (on the deeper discussion of the song 
from the movie, see Buchanan 2007b; see also Sugarman 2006: 64-65).35 Although 
announced on the DVD cover as the innocent “search for the truth about a 
song,” the film does nothing of the kind, whatever the “truth about a song” may 
be. Instead, Peeva embarks on a journey throughout the Balkans, cross-
examining Balkan inhabitants about the origin of the tune common to all 
heritages, and confronting citizens of Turkey, Greece, Macedonia, Albania, 
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traits,  as they are largely considered to stem from the Ottoman legacy and therefore 
deemed inauthentic and undesirable. Instead, the preferred idiom for the participants of 
the Balkan Music Awards seems to be another borrowed style – Western pop. By 
avoiding the ethnopop genre which is laden with Oriental connotations, the festival 
organisers want to convey an image of the Balkans “as ‘already part of Europe,’ and not 
still ‘on the way to it’” (Hofman 2013).

35 See the author’s website (http://adelamedia.net/whose-is-this-song.php) for the 
image of the DVD cover and additional information. 

http://adelamedia.net/whose-is-this-song.php
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Bosnia, Serbia and Bulgaria with other nations’ versions, which understandably 
yields fiery responses revolving around authenticity and ownership of the 
“own” version. The visual imagery of the DVD cover, in the Balkanist vein, 
replicates some of the well-known stereotypes noted above: it shows a grassy 
meadow under the sun and the moon, encircling a tuba with flame bursting out 
of its bell, as if to undermine the serenity (and naturalness) of the landscape and 
at the same time to underline the inevitability and congenital nature of Balkan 
violence. The documentary, therefore, draws on the already elaborated idea of 
the Balkans’ timelessness and perpetually recurring interpenetration of the past 
with the present (cf. Daković 2008: 32-33). Its overall meaning (and especially the 
ending) has triggered critical assessment:

As the film draws to a close the conflagration rages out of control, leaving the 
viewer with the chilling impression that the incendiary commentary interpolated 
into the film’s narrative is similarly raging just below the surface of everyday life, 
masked merely by a thin veneer of musical artistry that is only seemingly 
shared. ... Thus a film that Peeva says she created to illustrate intercultural 
commonalities and to enable audiences to see the ridiculousness of nationalistic 
claims concludes on a serious and somewhat balkanizing note, for it presents the 
region as still potentially mired in the ethnonationalist views that helped inspire 
the wars in the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s (Buchanan 2007b: 46).

The final vector in the multidirectional discourse about authenticity and 
Ottoman legacy concerns the reference to Byzantium as the framework for an 
alternative interpretation of the region’s history. As mentioned above, the period 
of Ottoman reign over the Balkans is in local academic circles unanimously 
regarded as the period of backwardness or at the very least stagnation (on 
Ottoman legacy see Todorova 1997: 162-164 and Mazower 2000: 31, 63). As a 
result, many contemporary public discourses attempt to downplay the Ottoman 
legacy and praise instead the pre-Ottoman period, marked by the influence of 
the medieval Byzantine Empire, whose perceived prosperous reign was 
hindered and then stopped by the unfortunate Ottoman takeover. 

However, in her book on Balkanism, Todorova eschews what she calls the 
“mechanistic” view of the Ottoman legacy, according to which two incompatible, 
alien spheres – the Ottoman and the indigenous – were merged into a single 
awkward unity. Instead, she offers an alternative view, which is more in line 
with the concept of the exchanged music repertoires discussed above. She sees 
the Ottoman legacy “as the complex symbiosis of Turkish, Islamic, and 
Byzantine/Balkan traditions. Its logical premise is the circumstance that several 
centuries of coexistence cannot but have produced a common legacy, and that 
the history of the Ottoman state is the history of all its constituent 
populations” (Todorova 1997: 164). On the interdependent relationship between 
the Byzantine and Ottoman influences, she states that 
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The Byzantine cultural sphere had left its strong imprint on the literary and art 
production of the area, but this is not sufficient enough to explain its endurance 
and creativity several centuries after the demise of the Byzantine Empire.  It can be 
understood only by taking into account the imperial space provided by the 
Ottoman Empire where a full-blooded exchange between the different regions 
could take place (ibid: 179). 

Nevertheless, the local discourses still seem to prefer the perceived 
Byzantine legacy over the perceived Ottoman one. The Byzantine legacy has, 
due to its discontinuity with the present (because of the Ottoman reign), 
acquired a utopian meaning for many people in the Balkans (as confirmed by 
Mijatović: “it was precisely this break of continuity with the medieval legacy of 
Byzantium, that provided the space for idealization of that past” – 2003: 212). 
Unlike the dreaded Ottoman label, the Byzantine one has a positive currency 
among Balkan musicians. Discussing Serbian musical life, Baker confirms that 
“medieval associations are a common representational strategy for Serbian 
‘world’ or ‘ethno’ musicians, who use instrumental or visual allusions connoting 
the Byzantine period to produce a positively valorized version of the Balkans 
which overlooks the Turkish legacy” (2008: 745). Mijatović importantly stresses a 
specific (de-Ottomanized) reinterpretation of the Balkan past in which 
multiculturalism and shared musical repertories are seen as a feature of the 
Byzantine legacy in the region (2003: 207). In this view, what was Todorova’s 
“handicap of heterogeneity” (1997: 133) becomes a multicultural utopia, wherein 
the multitude of intertwined cultures and musics renders all issues of 
authenticity irrelevant (on fluctuating meaning of authenticity, see the following 
section). 

As a result, the process of reinventing traditional musics has generated 
styles such as “Byzantine ethno-jazz” and similar (Mijatović 2003: X). These 
genres offer a positive version of  the Balkan past, often avoiding musical 
elements that bear an “Ottoman” label and emphasising those elements that 
have a perceived “Byzantine” connotation. The strength of this positive 
valorisation of Byzantine legacy is apparent in the general public discourse as a 
very literal sense of nested Orientalism (Bakić-Hayden 1995), whereby Byzantine 
influences in intangible culture (such as music) and architecture (such as 
churches and monasteries) are constructed as an absolute antipode to the 
cultureless, backward Orient. Within the same discourse, Byzantine legacy is 
viewed in the light of peaceful coexistence of diverse Balkan ethnicities and 
benevolent, respectful multiculturalism, unlike the violent image of clashing 
nationalities as presented by Balkanist discourse (Mijatović 2003: 4).

In other words, the Byzantine label allows for the positive interpretation of 
musical borrowing, of exchanging influences, often coming from the same 
territories as the later Ottoman reign – except that the latter’s influence was 
regarded as tainting and Orientalising, whereas the former’s influence is 
regarded as a purified “legacy” and a rich cultural tradition. The uncomfortable, 
in-between mongrel state of the Ottoman Balkans is substituted with the image 
of creative, hybrid intertwining under Byzantium. The unwanted contamination 
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by the Orient becomes the desired embracing of the multicultural Byzantium. 
Interestingly, as section 4.2. shows, Goran Bregović uses the tainted Balkan label 
in the same way (as a means to the same end) that local musicians use the 
Byzantine label: to promote the idea of fruitful artistic synergy.

2.3. Going International: Balkan Musics Turning into 
“Balkan Music”

As a label on the domestic, intraregional music markets, “Balkan” 
nowadays encompasses a cluster of tropes also present in imagining of other 
non-Western musics, such as ancientness, authenticity, emotional immediacy 
and multicultural cross-fertilisation (cf. Čolović 2008: 115-118). Although the 
fruitful multiculturalism attributed to the region eschews the unwanted 
Ottoman influence (replacing it with “Byzantine” instead, as already noted), in 
the transregional markets “Balkan” uncontroversially overlaps with “Oriental” 
and is offered to international listeners in such  an amalgamated form. This 
cluster of specific positive characteristics enables Balkan music to be packaged 
and sold as high culture, to remain wild yet in a tame form, safe for 
consumption.

When it comes to Balkan music reaching international markets and 
becoming transnational entertainment, there were several waves that led to its 
ever-increasing popularity. Within the taxonomy adopted by the international 
world music market, local styles originating from Balkan countries are often 
filed under a single encompassing “Balkan music” label. The two main tropes of 
Balkan music (heterophonic singing marketed as Bulgarian, and Roma brass 
music) were introduced throughout the 1970s up to the late 1980s. 

Previous inventions of Oriental music within the classical music idiom 
notwithstanding (see 5.3), Balkan music has already been present on the 
popular/world music scene for decades, which is a phenomenon Mirjana 
Laušević (in the US) referred to as Balkan fascination (2007). Western Europe’s 
exposure to the diversity of Balkan musics occurred in several waves. The first 
fascination with Balkan music was sparked by concerts of Bulgarian choirs that 
started performing in the 1970s under the name Le Mystère des Voix Bulgares 
(Buchanan 1997; Taylor 2007: 186). This style has introduced a trope of village 
heterophonic singing to the international world music realm, which would later 
also be used by Bregović in his Wedding and Funeral Band (see 3.4). Over the 
following two decades, Bulgarian singing was used in a multitude of contexts 
and crossover releases, starting from smaller backing roles (on a release by Kate 
Bush – Buchanan 2006: 384) to various sampling projects resulting in 
“postmodern Europop” (ibid: 420-425), the latter practice anticipating all sorts of 
decontextualising sound bearing the “Balkan” label within the Balkan Beat scene 
(see below). 

In its initial phase already a staged, “postpeasant” style (Slobin 1993: 20), 
this arranged, “neotraditional” music style (Buchanan 2006: 43) has nevertheless 
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entered international concert venues under a mystified veil of ancient 
authenticity (see also Buchanan 1997 and Silverman 1996: 237-238).36 Its role in 
the emerging world music genre was strengthened by the female singers being 
marketed within popular culture (rather than traditional music), and treated as 
pop stars (Buchanan 2006: 348). Bulgarian singing was thus transformed from 
the outset into an exotic commodity, a “marketing ploy” which played upon an 
“orientalist mystique that heightened and interplayed images of East and 
West” (ibid: 343-344). In Buchanan’s analysis, the mysterious Bulgarian voices – 
as invisible females, faceless gendered commodities – are a distinctive feature of 
post-socialist political transition (2007c: 255). The marketing of this music “spoke 
directly to the fantasies, ignorance, and spiritual thirst of Western 
audiences” (Buchanan 2006: 361). In the Balkanist vein, furthermore, this music 
was promoted as the ultimate expression of in-betweenness, “music which is 
neither European nor Asian, Western nor Eastern, ancient nor modern, authentic 
nor arranged, indigenous village music nor classical art music” (Buchanan 1997: 
139). 

Importantly, this constructed image of the timeless Balkans and their 
music was fed back to Balkan musicians, who began to incorporate aspects of 
this style’s mediated images into their own musical identities, in order to market 
the same stereotypes back to their local audiences. Bregović himself has, as 
shown in later chapters, adopted the same strategy: his projects “reflect 
contemporary tendencies for Balkan cultural producers’ and products’ identity 
to become based on an aestheticized, essentialized ‘timeless space’ for Western 
consumption” (Baker 2008: 746). The initial success of what would become the 
Balkan genre (cf. Daković 2008) encouraged local artists to create more artwork 
to respond to the new market need, art that would fit the emerging Balkan niche. 
This trend continues to the present day; Volčić reports of Serbian artists who 
“play upon ‘being exotic’ for the West; artists claim they know how to make this 
Balkan marginalization a powerful asset” (2005: 168 – emphasis added). At the 
same time, as mentioned previously, this attitude replicates Balkanist stereotypes 
and is itself far from ethically innocent: “this marketing fad continued to 
marginalize Bulgarian and other East European societies as underdeveloped 
peasant cultures within Europe as a whole. In so doing, such marketing 
perpetuated the very stereotypes that East Europeans were trying so hard to 
overcome” (Buchanan 2006: 371). 

Apart from musicians not explicitly linked to the Balkan label (such as 
Macedonian Roma Esma Redžepova), arguably one of the most successful 
individuals to sell the invented Balkans at transnational music markets is 
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listeners whose daily existences prioritized the Western, technological,  scientific, 
pragmatic, and new as the optimal modernity” (Buchanan 2006: 361). 



precisely Goran Bregović, who composed soundtracks for some of the first 
internationally promoted movies by Emir Kusturica (above all Time of the Gypsies 
and Underground). As mentioned above, Kusturica is considered to have 
significantly contributed to  the popularisation of Roma (and Romani music), at 
the same time catering to the needs of global audiences who were led by what 
Slavoj Žižek calls reverse racism “which celebrates the exotic authenticity of the 
Balkan Other” (Žižek 1999). The power of these images is so great that many 
subsequent releases are moulded by this pre-image, trying to “emulate the 
authentic Balkan Gypsy musician” created by Kusturica (Szeman 2009: 99). 
Kusturica’s rise in popularity was contemporaneous with the extraordinary 
success of the movie Latcho Drom (1993), which also helped introduce the Roma 
trope to European cinematography. 

Stemming from Yugoslav cinematography, Kusturica has induced a 
paradigmatic change in the way Roma music(ians) are portrayed in movies. In 
the decades after WWII, SFRY directors would choose Roma music and images 
of Roma musicians to refer to archaic, rural values incompatible with the 
contemporary socialist ideology. In contrast, in his movies in the 1980s and 1990s 
Kusturica imagined the Roma as genuine exponents of antiglobalism: according 
to him, “in the future, singularities of nations and cultures will be lost, but 
Gypsies are the only ones who are still protected from the destructive 
technology. We can learn from them” (Timotijević 2005: 317).

Starting with creating the soundscape for Kusturica’s early movies, in his 
recent (post-2000) career Bregović skilfully combines these two tropes – Balkan 
and Gypsies – to create his prototypical, invented Balkans.37 The early image of 
the Roma is related to their exotic, mysterious nature: within this set of 
stereotypes, the audience expects to see “customs, superstitions, something 
miraculous” (Lemon 1996: 491). As the discussion in Chapter 5 shows, their later 
image merges with the idea of native musical geniuses indulging in excessive 
and passionate behaviour, which – in combination with Balkan internal other – 
facilitates the audience’s encounter with (and expressing of) its own internal 
excessive self. 

The next wave in the process of the Balkans fascinating world music 
enthusiasts was triggered by the discovery of Romanian brass bands (such as 
Taraf de Haïdouks, Fanfare Ciocarlia and Mahala Raï Banda) by Western 
European producers (Malvinni 2004: 58; Szeman 2009; Heuwekemeijer 2011; 
Silverman 2012: 149-151). It can be argued that the way these Romanian bands 
were discovered and repackaged by foreign producers in order to perform at 
Western European stages (and to meet the expectations of international 
audiences) makes them the exemplary case of the First World’s neocolonial 
appropriation of cultural goods from the powerless Third World (cf. Taylor 
1997). In this context, the musicians’ complicity in their own representation is 
sometimes underplayed in order to emphasise their powerless position in the 
market, which is a view that has been challenged in recent studies (such as 
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Silverman 2012). The international audiences of these bands enjoy the distilled 
version of the Gypsy, an “iconic condensation” that functions as a social truth 
(Seeman 2006), and which encompasses most of the stereotypes about Roma, 
from shabby colourful clothes to virtuosic playing to unconventional stage 
behaviour. Their and Bregović’s current performances provide mutually fruitful 
feedback; while Bregović appropriates the successful Roma brass band trope, the 
Romanian bands increase their gigs’ success by performing Bregović’s 
established hits (e.g. Szeman 2009: 105). 

The popularity of brass music is bolstered by the success of intraregional 
events such as the Guča Festival, the competition of brass bands mentioned 
above (Marković 2008a). Conceptualised as an event to promote the 
representative version of authentic Serbian music, the festival struggles with 
both “authentic” and “Serbian” element of its image. The competition rules are 
strict with regard to bands’ background (up to recently, only bands registered in 
Serbia were allowed to compete) and their choice of repertoire (“traditional” 
music being favoured over composed music or arrangements of popular tunes). 
Internally, the festival attempts to retain a neutral point on the pendulum 
between the Western and Eastern (perceived as Oriental) poles (see footnote 23). 
To international visitors, on the other hand, Guča is framed as a place of genuine 
madness commodified into a consumable package, where the embrace of 
unreason, which Van de Port writes about (1998), happens every night, for 
natives and foreigners alike. 

In the past several years Balkan music has enjoyed an even greater 
visibility and increasing popularity, for reasons that could be related to the large 
number of migrating citizens originating from the Balkans: the influx of refugees 
as a consequence of the Yugoslav wars in 1990s, and Hungary and Slovenia 
joining the EU (in 2004), followed by Romania and Bulgaria (in 2007) and 
Croatia (in 2013). Both these circumstances have led to an increased mobility of 
citizens from these countries. They have exposed international audiences to the 
complex cultural and political history of the Balkan countries, which in turn has 
led to an intensified interest in the Balkans, but also to  an enhanced imagination 
of the region (see 2.1). The increased physical presence of Balkan immigrants is a 
crucial ingredient of all current “fascinations,” legitimising such music events as 
authentic experiences (see 1.1). 

Finally, Balkan Beat (also known as Balkan or Gypsy) is a music style 
undergoing a very recent popularity on the world music scene (Silverman 2012, 
particularly chapters 12 and 13), exemplifying this market’s attraction to what is 
branded as “danceable ethnicity and exotic alterity” (Feld 2000b: 151). Although 
its thorough analysis goes beyond the scope of this study, it should be 
emphasised that it denotes music marketed as coming from the Balkans and 
played in clubs and discotheques of Western Europe, initially by the ex-Yugoslav 
diaspora but gaining broader popularity only upon being appropriated by local 
Western European audiences (Marković 2008b). Although equated by Barber-
Kersovan with “Balkan Jazz” (2009: 233), these two terms refer to two distinctly 
different music practices, with different origins, audiences, events, venues and 
functions (cf. Dimova 2008). Playing on the diasporic feelings of Yugo-nostalgia 
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(Pogačar 2010), these parties have evolved from “survival training for refugees” 
to “escape into something both familiar and exotic” for local (non-immigrant) 
visitors (Barber-Kersovan 2009: 246-247). Another important element of these 
events is live brass band music, an aural framework for experiencing authentic 
madness. Balkan parties provide the participants (immigrant and non-
immigrant alike) with a highly invented event, with an emphasis on (musical 
and ideological) interchangeability, in vein with Balkan blurriness and 
celebrated diversity. Balkan DJs assume a “Balkanised” persona in order to 
market their events: for example, DJ Shantel38  from Germany claims to have 
ancestors who come from the Romanian/Ukrainian region of Bucovina, and 
uses this information to promote his releases. Kiossev importantly observes that 
“[p]opular amusements in the Balkans produce ironic self-images [of Balkan 
inhabitants] and display them in semi-public spaces of insiders’ ‘collective 
privacy’ (thus creating embarrassment and uneasiness when observed by 
outsiders)” (2005: 190). On the international stage, these ironic self-images – a 
crucial element in the ongoing intraregional identity negotiation – turn into 
parody fuelled by its arrogant intimacy (ibid: 185). Enthusiastic reception of 
already hybridised, ethnopop-type styles by international audiences suggests that 
to them the distorted mirror image of almost-Western musicking sounds same 
enough to be internalised as own, but different enough to be appropriated as 
exotic. The peculiar role reversal discussed in 1.1 (as domestic attendees turn 
into “foreign” spectators) and intimacy of this music transposed to Western 
European club venues generates a special atmosphere which enables domestic 
participants to transgress39 their own social boundaries in the presence of the 
embarrassing yet shameless Balkans (which is the same mechanism observed by 
Van de Port in Gypsy bars in Serbia – 1999). In recent years there has been 
notable internalisation of Balkan stereotypes constructed through these dance 
events, as Balkan DJs increasingly begin to perform at venues in Balkan 
metropolises.

What is currently marketed as Balkan music on the Balkan beat scene 
includes mainly ethnopop and its derivates, therefore covering only one segment 
of the diversity of Balkan musics. The parties are mainly marked by an overall 
Balkan “groove” resulting from the “specific asymmetry of the metrorhythmic 
variety,” which makes this music especially appealing for dancing (Levy n.d.). 
Others have also stressed the rhythmic (or, in fact, metric) component of the 
music as instrumental in feeding the needs of global audiences for an exotic 
experience, in combination with Roma performers and “apparent oriental 
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39 The issue of transgressing one’s social boundaries resonates with Lipsitz’s thoughts on 
the same phenomenon which occurred during minstrel shows staged for 19th-century 
Americans: “minstrel-show caricatures offered an innocuous outlet for suppressed 
desire:  they allowed actors and audiences to identify with transgression while at the 
same time distancing themselves from it by connecting the violation of cultural norms 
with the ostensibly ‘natural’ and biologically-driven urges of a despised minority 
group” (1994: 54).
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characteristics, virtuosity and emotionalism,” provided by invoking some of the 
Balkan stereotypes discussed above (Muršić 2007: 98). In her research on the 
world music scene in Amsterdam, Van Doorn confirms that the appeal of Balkan 
music for the venue program directors lies in its danceability and power in 
generating a festive atmosphere on the one hand, and hybridity (also in the 
sense of being digitally sampled and used in other contexts) on the other (2008: 
83, 87, 95, 134-135). Within the world music discourse, the otherwise shameful 
multiethnic and mongrel nature of the region turns into a positive symbolic 
resource. As Čolović wittily put it, the appeal of Balkanised fun turns the 
negative image of the Balkans as a powder-keg into a positive image of the 
Balkans as a beer-keg (2008: 206). 

As will be discussed in 5.3, the meaning of music marketed as Balkan goes 
through repeated processes of re-construction during each listening. This fact 
increases the significance of each act of listening; the presence of “real” Balkan 
people at music events gives these events another layer of authenticity. Indeed, 
perceived authenticity (see 4.1) is one of the key ingredients of Balkan music’s 
appeal (Muršić 2007: 100), and therefore is deliberately utilised by the producers 
as part of their marketing strategy (Szeman 2009: 112). Branding the music so 
that it sounds authentic (and the musicians so that they look authentically 
Balkan, i.e. they conform to audience’s expectations) sometimes requires stylistic 
interventions by the producers, who – for example, in case of Romanian brass 
orchestras – in some instances advised them to remain in tattered village clothes 
(instead of stage costumes) or omit modern pieces (influenced by Anglophone 
pop music) from their repertoire (Silverman 2012: 236-237; Malvinni 2004: 58). 

These cases, like many others, raise issues of agency and power of 
representation, well-discussed in postcolonial studies and likewise criticised in 
local academic discourses (see 2.1). Consequently, it can be argued that Bregović 
would not have succeeded in the international music market were it not for his 
“Balkan” allure. As mentioned before, his recent projects, in the absence of 
“native costume” (Locke 2009: 78) and aimed at modern theatre and dance, reach 
much smaller audiences. For instance, in one of his recent performances (in 
September 2010 in The Hague) Bregović’s “slower” meditative pieces that were 
intended to evoke the serenity of the “Byzantine” stylistic idiom (see previous 
section) were welcomed with a lukewarm response, the audience apparently 
impatiently expecting his faster brassier numbers, some of them even leaving the 
hall in frustration. 

Finally, the circle should be closed by returning to the Roma as the (music) 
voice of the Balkans. Silverman makes a direct link between perceived 
authenticity and Roma performers: “Western European audiences are especially 
receptive to the authenticity trope in Gypsy music because they strongly feel that 
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they have lost their own authenticity and traditions” (2007: 343).40 She stresses 
the polyvalent nature of Roma musicians’ interpretation of authenticity, with the 
freedom to mean hybridity in one context, and purity of origin in another (ibid: 
348). The significance of the Roma image for the representation of Balkan music 
is discussed in 5.2. It is also well-noted in recent studies; establishing a direct 
link between Balkan and Gypsy tropes, Szeman claims that 

Gypsies are a vehicle for entering the exotic Balkans ... Ironically, however, the 
Roma become forgotten in plain sight, as in most cases they function as projective 
mechanisms and a way of reaching the wild, passionate, and unpredictable place 
that the Balkans are supposed to be ... Diasporic and migrant Balkan audiences’ 
reception of this music, often advertised as “Gypsy music” in the West, and the 
musicians themselves, reveal that nesting Orientalisms, or the fractal recurrence of 
the East-West dichotomy, function to further Orientalize Balkan identities via the 
Gypsies (Szeman 2009: 100). 

Roma are one of the quintessential Others for European people (Silverman 
1996: 233), and at the same time (or precisely for that reason) constructed as an 
object of desire (cf. Sell 2007). The relation between the Roma and the Balkans 
stems from their comparatively large demographic density (compared to all 
other European regions, in Southeast Europe they constitute the largest 
percentage of the population – Pettan 2010: 39, Tanner 2005), and is corroborated 
by their historical role as professional entertainers, which results in their 
increased visibility in popular culture. The success of images of Russian Roma 
(Lemon 1996), Kusturica’s movies and Romanian brass bands (as discussed 
above) have located the Roma firmly within Southeast Europe (in addition to 
Spain, also due to popular culture). In most of these representations, the Roma 
are often misrepresented, silent and absent; spoken for and objectified in the 
market of cultural commodities. Like in the case of Europe’s obsession with 
constant redefining of its margins, for its (rather than the margin’s) sake, the 
image of the Gypsy is appropriated to nest all Orientalisms, all negative features 
of the Self (cf. Van de Port 1998: 171-178).

However, it should be emphasised that there is an alternative view, one 
that does not display Roma musicians as passive and manipulated victims of the 
array of Gypsy stereotypes, as one could initially assume. Being “powerless 
politically and powerful musically” (Silverman 1996: 231) and  proficient in 
identity management, they are experienced “cultural brokers” with economic 
and cultural agendas (Kurin, quoted in Silverman 2007: 336; see also Bellman 
1998b: 102). What is important in this context is Van de Port’s observation on the 
role that Gypsy musicians play as a repository of negative traits, as exoticised 
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barbarians. He states that “fantasies about the Gypsies serve to provide a place 
to accommodate the painful and disturbing truths about the beast in man and 
the irrational world” (1998: 162). This is a position that Gypsy musicians 
consciously and strategically assume in their performances and, as Chapter 5.2. 
shows, the Gypsies’ self-orientalising attitude is adopted by Bregović himself, 
who engages in role-play with his diverse audiences. Following Said’s comment 
about continuous reinterpretation of differences (2003 [1978]: 332), as well as 
Lyotard’s view that in popular traditions “nothing gets accumulated, that is the 
narratives must be repeated all the time because they are forgotten all the 
time” (quoted in Bhabha 1994: 81), Bregović’s ongoing role is to play the part of a 
barbarian, distorted European, to enable Europe’s redefining of itself through 
“anxious” (ibid: 95), repeated redefining (and redesigning) of its borders. 
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3. From WB to WFB: Artistic Biography of Goran 
Bregović 

This chapter presents Goran Bregović’s biography, focusing on selected 
elements from his career that spans almost 40 years, and covering the period 
until 2010. Bregović was born in 1950 in  the Socialist Federative Republic of 
Yugoslavia (henceforth SFRY or SFR Yugoslavia), a country consisting of six1 
republics that would become separate states during the 1990s and 2000s. He 
grew up in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the geographically 
central republic, which was considered the most multicultural (and therefore the 
most pro-Yugoslav) republic in the entire federation. Many articles about him 
claim that his place of birth, as well as the fact that he comes from a mixed 
(Croatian-Serbian) marriage, predisposed him for his later inclination toward 
merging diverse music styles and melting them into new forms. 

Stemming from Yugoslav rock/pop, and having evolved into the biggest 
star of “Balkan music,” Bregović is currently in the position to offer the Balkans 
as a commodity to international consumers. Biographical and discographic data 
discussed in this chapter can be loosely grouped in four different phases (see 
Figure 3.1), following the large genre shift in Bregović’s career: from rock, to 
film, to pop, to world music. It also reveals the evolution of his role in the music-
making process (from being a guitarist, to lyricist/composer, to producer), and 
the performing medium (from rock band, to solo artists, to larger ensembles). Of 
course, this simplified taxonomy cannot be rigidly applied to his numerous 
projects which are not equally distributed across the four decades and are 
stylistically hybrid, but nevertheless it offers a helpful tool in reviewing his long 
career.
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Decade Year Album Performer Genre Country of Release
1970s 1974 Kad bi' bio bijelo dugme Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY1970s

1975 Šta bi dao da si na mom mjestu Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY
1970s

1976 Eto! Baš hoću! Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY

1970s

1979 Bitanga i princeza Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY
1980s 1980 Doživjeti stotu Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY1980s

1983 Uspavanka za Radmilu M. Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY
1980s

1984 Bijelo Dugme / Kosovka djevojka Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY

1980s

1986 Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY

1980s

1988 Ćiribiribela Bijelo Dugme rock SFRY

1980s

1988 Les temps des Gitans / Kuduz (soundtrack) film
SFRY; France,    
Greece, Poland

1990s 1990 Da ti kažem sta mi je Zdravko Čolić pop SFRY1990s
1991 Paradehtika Alkistis Protopsalti pop Greece

1990s

1993 Arizona Dream (soundtrack) film
Greece, Austria, France,  

Yugoslavia, Russia

1990s

1994 La Reine Margot (soundtrack) film Greece, Yugoslavia, US

1990s

1995 Underground (soundtrack) film

UK, France, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, Slovenia, 

Bulgaria

1990s

1996 P.S. film Yugoslavia

1990s

1997 Kad bi moja bila Zdravko Čolić pop Yugoslavia

1990s

1997 Dallaras George & Goran Bregović Yorgos Dallaras pop Greece

1990s

1998 Silence of the Balkans Goran Bregović world France

1990s

1999 Kayah & Bregović Kayah pop Poland

1990s

1999 The wedding and the funeral Sezen Aksu pop Turkey
2000s 2000 Song Book Goran Bregović world Yugoslavia2000s

2001 Krawczyk & Bregović Daj mi drugie zycie Krizstof Krawczyk pop Poland
2000s

2002 Tales and songs from weddings and funerals Goran Bregović world France, Yugoslavia

2000s

2007 Karmen Goran Bregović world France, Serbia

2000s

2008 Zdravo Marijo Severina pop Croatia

2000s

2008 Alkohol: Sljivovica & Champagne Goran Bregović world Serbia, UK, Europe

2000s

2010 Champagne for Gypsies Goran Bregović world Serbia, Europe

Figure 3.1. List of selected releases produced (or co-produced) by Goran Bregović2

The concept of visibility discussed by Slobin (1993: 17-20) is useful in 
providing an insight into the intended target group for the releases: local 
(national), regional and transregional (global). The intended visibility is evident 
from the labels that released his various projects: some of them are released in 
SFRY/Yugoslavia/Serbia, whereas others are covering broader territories such 
as the entire Europe or the US. The genre shift mentioned above corresponds to 
the differential visibility of Bregović’s music: his rock and pop releases are 
mostly intended for local consumption, whereas film and world music releases 
are distributed (trans)regionally. As discussed below, different audiences are 
presented with the same music/tunes but contextualised within different genres, 
which greatly facilitates Bregović’s “recycling” (see 4.2) as it enables him to 
benefit from offering the same music to different markets.

As presented in Figure 3.1, the early years of Bregović’s career were 
stylistically uniform, showing his focus on rock music. However, starting in the 
1990s his activities become increasingly diversified. In this sense, it is 
problematic to refer to these intertwining realms as temporally delineated 
“phases.” Nevertheless, the list of releases signed by him does show a certain 
clustering  according to the genre. The first period spans the 1970s and 1980s and 
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covers the most successful years of the rock band Bijelo Dugme, when he was 
mainly influenced by rock music (see 3.1). The second period starts at the 
beginning of the 1990s, when he began to compose film music and when his 
music became internationally visible (see 3.2). The third period (see 3.3) is 
marked by projects visible only at local levels, and it temporally overlaps with 
the fourth, still ongoing period when his releases show a functional shift 
towards the world music idiom (see 3.4). These four periods roughly relate to 
four decades of his career (1970s, 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s), although, as already 
mentioned, there are significant overlaps (especially in the 1990s). Figure 3.1. 
also shows that over the decades his music’s visibility shifts from local to 
(predominantly) transregional. 

The remainder of this chapter displays a summarised artistic biography of 
Goran Bregović. Given his popularity and the popularity of the ensembles he 
was (and still is) associated with, the extent of the discourse and amount of 
available information cannot be conveyed here entirely. Many discographical 
details as well as an immense amount of details about his private life as a 
megastar need to be omitted, in order to create an introduction to the discussion 
about the image of the Balkans in Bregović’s “Balkan music” (in Chapters 4 and 
5). The biography will therefore focus on a number of issues that are of relevance 
for the later discussion, and for Bregović’s role as the most popular Balkan music 
composer:

- Style-shifting: (constructed) taxonomy of his music; 

- Leadership and authorship in his music-making process;

- Inspiration from other styles (especially traditional music); 

- Resolving of the traditional vs. modern dichotomy; 

- Involvement in (stylistically) diverse projects; 

- His creative process (composing and producing); 

- Musical borrowing and the perceived authenticity of his music; 

- (Political) appropriateness of his music; 

- Reception and popularity of his music, as well as its performative
          elements. 

3.1. 1970s and 1980s: Rock Music

Bregović’s music career started in his adolescent years in 1960s Sarajevo, 
when he played guitar in local kafanas (playing mostly newly-composed folk 
music – see 2.2.1), which would, according to his own testimony, make him 
inclined towards this genre in his later career. In the early 1970s he reached 
Naples (Italy) where he played the mainstream tourist repertoire of the time. It is 
only after his return to Sarajevo that his career began to unfold in a new 
direction. 
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Following the publishing of several 7-inch records featuring singles that 
had great success with the local audience, in 1974 Bregović and several other 
Sarajevo musicians founded a band called Bijelo Dugme (lit. The White Button3  – 
henceforth WB), and their growing popularity was documented by numerous 
articles in local music magazines. Over the next fifteen years the WB would 
release nine 12-inch and a number of 7-inch records. They broke all Yugoslav 
records in the number of albums sold and concert visitors, and created what was 
rightly referred to as “Buttonmania” (in reference to the “Beatlemania”). 

The online archive of the Džuboks4  (Jukebox) magazine, the first 
“Yugoslav music magazine,” paints a reliable picture of the band as it grew 
beyond the local Bosnian & Herzegovian level to become the “Yugoslav pop 
music phenomenon.” On the one hand, their “phenomenal” status referred to 
the band introducing “the first viable form of fully professional and 
authentically domestic rock music within Yugoslavia’s cultural landscape, and in 
transforming it from a marginal socio-cultural phenomenon to a central popular-
cultural referent of Yugoslav youth culture” (Mišina 2010: 285). On the other 
hand, it referred to the novelty of the band, which stemmed from the innovative 
conjoining of folk music and rock and roll (and other popular music styles).

The emerging of the WB followed (albeit with a delay) contemporary 
trends on the global popular music scene, and the emerging of rock and roll in 
the 1950s and 1960s. Since it propelled the introducing of a whole new genre of 
popular music in Yugoslavia, the WB were from the very start of their career put 
in varying stylistic categories. Initially the band was introduced to the audience 
as a pop-group, “pop” denoting music that was neither folk nor classical, but 
also did not conform to the style of (then popular) “Schlager” music or jazz. 
However, this label was in subsequent years gradually replaced by other terms, 
firstly “pop-rock” and then “rock” or “hard rock.” These categories were often 
accompanied by a prefix “Yugo(slav),” resulting in labels such as “Yugoslav 
pop” or “Yugo-rock.” 

The wavering position of the WB in the taxonomy of the Yugoslav music 
scene is likewise evident in recent academic research (albeit for different 
reasons). The main discrepancy to the beginning of the band’s career seems to be 
its questionable belonging to the rock bracket, seemingly due to the perceived 
lack of ideological engagement and subversiveness attributed to rock and roll. 
Rasmussen states that the WB has taken over the elements of rock ideology that 
focus on individual freedom and the quest to be “different,” while omitting its 
politically subversive elements (2007: 60). This view (of the WB selectively 
adopting rock ideology) seems to be shared by other scholars, when it comes to 
retroactively assigning the WB the rock label. In those accounts (e.g. Gordy 1999 
and Mijatović 2003) that focus on 1980s and 1990s and deal with rock and roll’s 
role in overthrowing the regime of Slobodan Milošević during the 1990s, the WB 
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Were A White Button], 1974 (see Figure 3.1).

4 http://www.popboks.com/dzuboks/dzubrowser.html [Accessed July 14 2012].
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does not qualify as a rock band and is omitted from the discussion: for example, 
Mijatović defines it as pop (2003: 158). In contrast, Gordy places it at the other 
end of the pop-folk continuum and dubs it proto-neofolk, or even as a precursor 
of turbo-folk (Gordy 1999: 123 and 145 respectively; see also 2.2.1). Likewise, 
Stokes qualifies the band as folk-rock (2007: 311). Nevertheless, within the 
Yugoslav popular music scene of the 1970s, the band members have 
unmistakably fulfilled the role of rock and roll stars; furthermore, their political 
engagement was also present, although gravitating towards the non-subversive, 
mainstream side of the spectrum, supporting Yugoslav proclaimed values of 
“brotherhood and unity” (see below). The 1980s and especially the 1990s (which 
are the focus of both Gordy’s and Mijatović’s studies) are the period when The 
White Button was already reaching its end (disbanding in the late 1980s).

With its initial visual inspiration being glam rock, over the years the band 
was musically inspired by a whole range of popular music styles (boogie, blues, 
reggae, ska, funky, new wave), which were at times uncritically taken over and 
implemented in WB tunes, sometimes uncomfortably merging with other 
elements. Every new record was eagerly awaited by the audience and assessed 
with respect to their previous releases, discussing whether the new one would 
keep the same course or move in a new stylistic direction. 

Bregović, who featured as the guitar player, composer and lyricist (later to 
become an arranger, too), soon became the natural spokesperson for the most 
popular Yugoslav group. Unlike other band members who mainly commented 
on songs and provided personal information requested by fans, interviews with 
Bregović often revolved about broader issues of cultural policy and censure, 
music styles (domestic and foreign), the band’s general ideological strategy 
embedded in contemporary politics and the like. In this early phase his role in 
the creative process was rarely, if ever, questioned by other band members, 
which is an issue that casts an interesting light on subsequent disputes about 
authorship (see below). The process of creating a new album would usually start 
with Bregović entering the studio with half-developed ideas that would evolve 
during rehearsals, in cooperation with other band members. He described his 
friends as “filters” for his ideas, and they in turn referred to him as the band 
leader. Nevertheless, his declared relying on his band members in fact only 
underlined his leading role in the creative process, especially when he described 
them as nothing but “influences” on his creativity, as if they were instruments in 
his musical palette: 

[When asked about a replaced drummer] – It is very difficult to convince people 
[of the importance of other band members] because the public eye always focuses 
on me. But I cannot do anything without them. In that process, while I am creating 
a song, they are of crucial importance. You see that as soon as I have a new [band 
member], a new influence, my songs are different. The amount of what I write by 
myself is really small.  Everything is generally made together with them. ... I am 
lucky with players. Whenever someone was away for the army [service] I would 
replace him with a good player. That was my advantage, that I had good 
influences (Glavan 1983: 9). 
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Numerous accounts of the WB’s creative process reveal Bregović’s crucial 
role. His self-declared “laziness” led to the situation that he frequently wrote the 
lyrics on the eve of the studio recording, putting the singer Željko Bebek in an 
uncomfortable position of not knowing in advance what he would be expected 
to sing. In an interview he gave during the recording of their fifth album, 
Bregović added:

During these few visits to the studio I have learned a lot about your work process. I am 
finally convinced that compositions are really created only in the studio itself, and that you 
write the lyrics at the last moment. ... Working like that, there is no time for going back, for 
a second look. 
Indeed, I make the lyrics at the last moment, and then there’s no way out. Whether 
[the song text] is good or not, it stays as it is.  I recently created a text for the same 
afternoon, for Željko [Bebek] to sing it. Then we rescheduled and did something 
else, so the text was not used until the following day. But the next day I didn’t like 
it anymore and I threw it away (Vukojević 1980: 56). 

Bregović’s creative drive led him to cooperate with a myriad of other 
musicians, so much so that the band’s activities often depended on Bregović’s 
schedule and willingness to continue working. Simultaneously with WB albums, 
he released several other LPs5  where he was featured as composer or lyricist 
(most notably for singer Zdravko Čolić,6 who would enjoy a success comparable 
to the one of the WB, only in the “Schlager”-style). Bregović’s impact on the local 
and national (Yugoslav) pop-rock scene was so profound that when he went to 
the (compulsory) army service in 1978, the whole scene went into hibernation for 
one year, with several bands trying feebly, and failing, to make a breakthrough 
in Bregović’s absence.

After WB’s first few records were produced in London and New York 
(thanks to the generous support of “Yugoton,” the biggest record label in SFRY), 
the experience gained there encouraged Bregović to start producing himself, 
both for The White Button and for his independent projects. Already starting 
with the second record, Bregović began to experiment with different sound 
colours, reaching beyond the instrumentation typical for a rock band. While first 
using synthesised sounds, Bregović later turned to actual additions to the main 
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5 Some of the other releases were, importantly, his early crossovers to folk music, which 
in those days created quite a stir among WB fans, for they established an objectionable 
link with the ill-reputed newly-composed folk music (see 2.2.1): for instance,  the 1989 
album by a big NCFM star Hanka Paldum, featuring Bregović as a guest guitarist. In 
contrast with criticism aimed at Bregović,  within the NCFM circle Paldum’s release was 
positively commented upon as a welcome crossover to rock music, and Bregović was 
even praised for “furthering folk music” (Rasmussen 2002: 107-108).

6  Unlike many other independent projects undertaken by Bregović, some of Čolić’s 
records, created in collaboration with Bregović, are listed in Figure 3.1, because some of 
these songs would become the basis for the latter’s recycling projects during the 1990s 
(see 4.2).



WB ensemble. Adding soloists and groups – such as a string ensemble, 
symphonic orchestra, mixed or children choir, solo soprano, folk singing group 
or a folk brass ensemble – enabled him to polish his producing skills, which was 
a field that would be paramount to his international success throughout the 
1990s and 2000s. It can even be said that in its later years the WB shifted from a 
rock-band to Goran Bregović’s band which he used as one of the instruments to 
express his music ideas (Vitas 2006: 41). He was also known for rearranging and 
reusing old, sometimes already released tunes, which was generally not 
accepted well by the audience. This rehashing would advance to the level of 
main composition technique in his later work (see 4.2.1), for which he would be 
dubbed a “master of recycling” (Rasmussen 2007: 87). It increased the 
importance of a song’s authorship with both the audience and the music critics, 
especially when the source material was sensitive in terms of having shared 
authorship or belonging to the corpus of traditional music. 

Rearranging also became one of the common concert features for the WB. 
In spite of the audience’s expectation to hear familiar tunes in familiar 
arrangements, Bregović was known for offering live performances of older tunes 
in ever different transformations. In reaction, the concert audience often 
complained of not recognising the tunes it had been longing to hear. An excerpt 
from a concert review shows the ill-acceptance of Bregović’s first attempts at 
rearranging, and the enthusiasm towards the newer tunes that were performed 
unaltered: 

As one could have expected, older compositions from their repertoire were mainly 
rearranged, most often in ska-reggae manner.  That is not bad in itself,  but in some 
cases it seemed forced. We realised that from the very beginning. Kad bih bio bijelo 
dugme [If I Were a White Button, the WB’s first mega-hit] in ska arrangement, with 
a bad PA system, sounded like blending of two radio stations playing different 
music. Then followed a version of the song Sve ove godine [All These Years], which 
we know from the repertoire of The Indexes [another popular band at the time], 
again in ska style, which meant that the [White] Button joined the trend of 
arranging other performers’ older compositions. The injection of reggae elements 
weakened one of their hit tunes, Eto! Baš hoću! [There! I Want it!],  because its 
rebellious rock chorus resisted the change, resulting in an impression that the two 
songs were artificially fused together. And yet the songs from the last record were 
performed unchanged, and were accepted enthusiastically, because the audience 
was able to recognise them immediately. It created a somewhat paradoxical 
situation (Vukojević 1981: 38). 

In later years, as Yugoslav audience became more exposed to and more 
familiar with different styles of popular music, the discussion about stylistic 
“pinning-down” of the WB increased. It paralleled the discussion about their 
second main source of inspiration, which was folk music. This merge of rock and 
folk music was hardly unfamiliar to local bands, but it was the WB that raised it 
to an entirely new level. Indeed, their idiosyncratic mixture of rock and folk 
turned out to be their formula for success: “they were rockers, but with a flavor 
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close to everyday cultures of people’s lives” (Stanković 2001: 104). From the first 
newspaper articles about the band, Goran Bregović was described as “the 
composer and frontman of the band, who insists on merging Yugoslav folklore 
tradition and ‘hard-rock’ style, which creates interesting sound combinations 
and an original sound that distinguishes [the WB] from other bands” (Tvrtković 
1974: 29). The music critics responded by pejoratively dubbing the band’s style 
“shepherd rock.” The elements relatable to folk music generally decreased on 
later records, showing nevertheless that the most popular tunes often turned out 
to be those inspired by traditional music.

In response to sometimes being criticised for links to folk music, Bregović 
tried to incorporate it in his vision of Yugoslav pop:

We have entirely – on purpose or accidentally – succumbed to this conviction of 
others,  that our mission was to create Yugoslav pop music.  We probably 
succeeded, otherwise we wouldn’t be this popular. But the most important thing, I 
think, is that we brought folk music closer to a generation that ... well, I wouldn’t 
say was disgusted,  but ... disliked folk music. It seems to me that now, with The 
White Button, folk music gains additional dignity in the eyes of the world,  which 
was too impatient, or for some reason refused to listen to it. I think this is very 
important (Despot 1976: 43).

Although in his later interviews he would attempt to diminish the role of 
folk music in WB tunes, Bregović kept tapping into Yugoslav traditional music 
for inspiration; during the same period, his other inspiration source became 
international popular music (see below). The thin line between inspiration and 
appropriation was frequently crossed in the eyes of the audience. Bregović was 
often criticised for plagiarism, which is a trend that would continue throughout 
his career, to the present. Vitas offers a detailed account of WB’s treatment of folk 
music sources, ranging from instrumentation, adopting rhythm and verse 
structure to direct quotes from (more or less) well known tunes. Moreover, she 
importantly claims that the beginning of Bregović’s career (when he played 
newly-composed folk music in local kafanas – see 2.2.1) provided him with a 
source of tunes for his subsequent career: in other words, his tapping into 
traditional music was not direct but via NCFM, which by default was not 
“genuine” traditional music but its derivate (2006: 18). 

The motivation behind the introduction of folk elements into rock-based 
music was, according to Bregović, to offer the audience something familiar: “If it 
weren’t so recognisable, if it weren’t for these few symbols of ours at the very 
beginning, only a few, to hook on, [this music] would not have been accepted so 
well” (ibid: 47). This claim is corroborated by the fact that the later releases 
brought less and less folk “hooks,” as they were no longer needed to attract the 
already loyal audience. The melting of folk with rock was so successful that it 
made some of the audience uncomfortable, because (unlike the music of other 
musicians of the time who quoted traditional music) a clear distinction between 
the two genres was lacking. The band did not place itself at a safe distance from 
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NCFM, and consequently it started to gain bad reputation reflected from NCFM 
(see 2.2.1). The WB did not uphold the dichotomy urban/popular vs. rural/
traditional; instead, it was neither urban nor rural. The WB’s crossover approach 
was such a groundbreaking novelty that Bregović was, many years later, blamed 
by music critics for being the originator of turbo-folk (see 2.2.1; this statement 
was apparently corroborated in recent academic texts – e.g. Gordy 1999: 123, 
145). 

When it came to emulating rock tunes, it was – like the inspiration from 
traditional music – noticeable in guitar riffs, drum patterns, and sometimes 
entire arrangements. For example, the end of the verse in Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja 
Jugoslavijo (example 1986 Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo.mp3)7  strongly 
reminds of the verse ending of the 1982 Survivors’ hit Eye Of The Tiger (which 
became famous as the soundtrack for the movie Rocky III)8. Bregović’s plagiarist 
image was so persistent that a review of the WB’s fifth album was formulated in 
a way that attempted to prevent any possible accusations. Under a subtitle “The 
Thief of Bagdad,” Kremer anticipated what Bregović would (in his later phases) 
call “collage” (see 4.2.1) and emphasised it as one of his main compositional 
techniques:

It might be a bit silly to defend Bregović in advance,  but since he has a reputation 
of the biggest domestic plagiarist ... [it should be stated that] this record does not 
contain anything stolen. A comprehensive review shows that [the record] is made 
following the same principle according to which pop-artists create their work. 
Instead of using street garbage, Goran gathered a number of rock ‘n’ roll parts – 
mainly worn out from longtime use – and created new pieces by merging them, 
giving them new meanings.  He has done this in the past, but not so pronounced. 
So, let’s not be nitpicks and complain about every detail (1980: 37 – emphasis 
added). 
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7 The complete list of examples,  including song titles and their translations, is provided 
in Appendix 1. 

8 There are many more examples of such “borrowings.” For instance, Wikipedia (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bijelo_dugme, accessed January 14 2008) lists the following: 
Ne spavaj, mala moja, muzika dok svira (1974) inspired by Chuck Berry’s’ Rock and roll music
Sta bi dao da si na mom mjestu (1975) inspired by Argent’s I am the Dance of Ages
Ništa mudro (1976) inspired by The Rolling Stones’ It’s Only Rock’n’Roll 
Pjesma mom mlađem bratu (1980) inspired by Bob Dylan’s Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door 
Zašto me ne podnosi tvoj tata (1983) inspired by The Clash’s Should I Stay or Should I Go
Padaju zvijezde (1984) inspired by Van Halen’s Jump
Ako ima boga (1988) inspired by Yes’ Owner of a Lonely Heart

Apparently, Bregović did not focus his borrowing only on Anglophone rock music: 
Gourgouris also reports that some of the WB ballads resemble music of Italian Lucio 
Dalla (2005: 336). 
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This fusion between rock and folk, resulting in the WB’s “interesting 
sound combination” (Tvrtković 1974: 29) was thus a point of relevance and 
criticism from the very beginning of Bregović’s career, only to gain even more 
importance in his post-WB years (see below). 

In the post-WWII Yugoslavia, which featured a unique version of socialism 
covered with a “coat of pseudo-democratic pseudo-liberalism” (Barber-Kersovan 
2009: 233), communist ideology had penetrated all forms of public life: it was 
very vigilant in proscribing and implementing regime-approved cultural 
policies. Consequently, music (and art in general) was politically utilised as 
“music of commitment” (Mišina 2010: 265). In order to prevent claims that they 
were trying to influence the audience in an inappropriate way, the first WB 
album in 1974 was firmly dubbed by Bregović as “just fun.” This statement was 
corroborated by the increasing popularity of the band: the most popular tracks 
turned out to be the easygoing, danceable tunes. Nevertheless, the band’s very 
existence and labelling as a rock band implied a tacit acceptance of Western 
music idioms (and rock’s inherent subversiveness), which needed to be carefully 
interpreted to the public eye and aligned with official ideologies. In record 
reviews, the WB was often declared as an “overall Yugoslav band” and a role 
model for the youth. At the same time, though, the band needed to keep a 
Westernised enough image (and music) in order to distinguish itself from 
domestic styles that were by that time regarded as old-fashioned. Yet again, too 
big an emphasis on their Westernised image eventually did lead to criticisms 
stating that the Association of Socialist Youth should be called on to react, “to 
confront this noise, masquerade, electronic music and vulgar lyrics” (Povijest 
Bijelog Dugmeta, n.d.). This is why Bregović’s statements from that early period 
show careful and diplomatic alignment with the views of both pro-rural and 
pro-urban movements, as well as both pro-Western and pro-Yugoslav ones. For 
example, his often-quoted statement, that he was “a peasant’s child” (despite the 
fact that he was brought up in the city of Sarajevo) stood in stark contrast to his 
inclination towards Western music styles. It was nevertheless deliberately 
evoked whenever his image as someone from the “people” was compromised, as 
if to validate him as someone who could not and would not in any way question 
or jeopardise the views of the ruling ideology, or replace them with those of the 
outside (Western, capitalist) world. 

Furthermore, the rural/urban dichotomy (refracted through the Yugoslav/
Western one) needed to be interpreted within an overarching doctrine 
proclaimed by the communist regime. What appeared to be the regime’s 
benevolent attitude toward rock music was often used as an example for a 
progressive, liberal version of SFRY communism (in comparison to other 
socialist countries). In response, Bregović played his part of a mild, polished 
rebel by very carefully positioning the band along the guidelines of the 
Communist Party (and even proclaiming the band’s desired identity as “New 
Partisans” – Mišina 2010: 266). At the very beginning of the band’s popularity, he 
tried to downplay its importance when confronted with an accusation of 
Westernising domestic pop music: 
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Such success made you powerful. Being so popular, do you feel social responsibility? 
- This is very important. ... I think that our ideological orientation is very 
important.  The whole thing cannot be regarded anymore as just five long-haired 
guys who sing on a stage, because we are in a position to gather up to ten 
thousand people. This means that we are in the position to talk to a huge number 
of youth who is willing to listen. This means that we are extremely responsible to 
tell them the right things. I am very glad that both Željko [the WB lead singer at 
the time] and I are members of the Communist Party, and that our work has a 
certain orientation. ... As long as we talk about our music or about us as fun – we 
will allow everything. I allow everyone to express their even most personal 
opinion. But if you are trying to characterise The White Button as an import of 
some Western culture, Western ideology – then I have to be very clear and say that 
we are Tito’s9  socialist youth and that it is obvious in everything we do! Our 
whole appearance and performance can be easily interpreted in the context of 
music and entertainment. However, if you try to claim that we are an import of 
Western ideology, I will seriously hold it against you. We are above all 
YUGOSLAV MUSIC. And the fact that someone minds if we do not wear peasant 
shoes and we do not play the gusle [folk bowed string instrument] is ridiculous 
(Despot 1974: 46). 

As a consequence of the band’s immense popularity, the WB repertoire 
was largely discussed in the public discourse, but also closely scrutinised by 
those who needed to make sure that the band did not say or do anything 
politically inappropriate. In 1978, scandals involving drug abuse raised a heated 
debate about the perils of rock-culture (interpreted as the threat coming from the 
West), which showed once again how significant the band’s impact on the public 
life was. In 1979, a song involving a curse word and the word “Christ,” 
accompanied by a record cover displaying a female foot kicking a man in the 
groin, were dismissed as inappropriate and too violent. The record was censored 
and its releasing delayed until the problematic issues were resolved (Janjatović 
2007: 33). Interestingly, after Tito died the following year and the country’s 
unnoticeable decline toward disintegration had started, the release of the next 
WB album went without problems, although it again contained cursing. 

Although in his interviews he would not explicitly admit to it, Bregović 
was very much aware of the political power of music, and especially the WB 
music. In later statements he usually kept his stance that their music was just for 
fun and dancing, without any pretensions of sending social or political 
messages. Nevertheless, when his lyrics repeat: “I don’t care,/ I can tell you 
everything I want,/ Nobody takes me seriously anyway,” it is difficult not to 
read them as an ironical statement about awareness of the power of his words to 
his auditorium, which numbered hundreds of thousands of young people. 
However, in spite of the possible disapproval of the official communist regime 
hinted at in his lyrics, Bregović’s pro-Yugoslav and anti-nationalist orientation – 
his preference for a non-ethnic meta-identity (which would remain strong long 
after the disintegration of the SFRY into smaller states) – was always openly 
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declared (see Mišina 2010: 268-274 for an array of Bregović’s pro-regime 
statements). For instance, in the spirit of “brotherhood and unity” proclaimed by 
the communist doctrine, for the sixth WB record in 1983 Bregović prepared a 
song in Albanian called Kosovska [The Kosovo Song], which was supposed to 
contribute to “dissimilar minds learning to live together” (Mišina 2010: 269) and 
thereby overcoming increasing conflicts between the Serb and the Albanian 
ethnic groups cohabiting in the province of Kosovo. 

Especially during the last WB period, Bregović made clear references to his 
anti-exclusivist and pro-Yugoslav (yet at that time already tacit anti-communist) 
orientation, for example by including the Yugoslav anthem Hej, Sloveni [Hey, 
Slavs] in the band’s 1984 release. He described the stylistic polyvalence of WB 
music as a uniquely Yugoslav trait: “not because we declared ourselves 
Yugoslavs, but because our music had elements from everywhere, it was 
inspired by those territories ... And so it was close to everyone” (Ilic and Mikac, 
quoted in Baker 2008: 757). Furthermore, he publicly expressed his commitment 
to the Yugoslav socialist leader, Josip Broz Tito. After his death in 1980, though, 
Bregović reinterpreted his fondness ironically, placing it in the context of 
“socialist kitsch”: 

I always liked that socialist kitsch.  It was always so touchingly kitschy, so 
touchingly tasteless that I had to like it. ...  I liked [Tito’s] leather coat which 
immediately transforms the man into a monument (Popović 1996).10 

In an overt reconciliatory spirit (which was yet to gain momentum in his 
1990s statements, and for which he would frequently be addressed by the public 
– Stokes 2007: 327), in 1986 Bregović (unsuccessfully) attempted to conceptualise 
the complete record Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo [Spit and Sing, My 

78

10 Reflecting on Bregović’s earlier fondness and affirmative statements about Tito and the 
entire “socialist kitsch,” Gajić draws a deeper connection between the two: “Both of them 
come from ethnically mixed families, both of them grew up in harsh Balkan 
circumstances having to learn all the tricks, both of them affirmed themselves in a 
broader international environment. Both of them built their reputation by selling 
international stories in their homeland, stories coloured by local specificities (ideological, 
and musical), and by selling local specificities to the international environment, and all 
that in order to achieve their personal interests. Hedonists with a thing for refined 
pleasures, both of them like beautiful women, expensive villas, worldwide trips, dandy 
clothes and expensive, often white suits. Both being morally questionable, these ‘men of 
the world’ do not really care for their associates and folk traditions (although they speak 
highly of them). ...  Besides, both of them have a demagogical talent to,  when needed, put 
on folksy clothes and give to the people what they want. Building personal interests into 
popular stories, they surf global waves which they serve, not caring for the consequences 
or what will happen after them. That is why their egoistic, superficial psychology, and 
their material success is similar to the ‘New Age’ movements – and at the same time 
ideal for globalisation processes: because it responds to the widespread wish to live lives 
that are comfortable and easygoing, without awareness about the long-term 
consequences of events that they take part in only for personal benefit” (Gajić 2005).



Yugoslavia] so that it would include politically incompatible personas: those 
who were devoted communists and those who were deemed nationalist or 
otherwise subversive for the official state ideology (Popović 1996; Mijatović 
2002: 22-23). However, due to problems with the police and arrests following 
meetings with people labelled as inappropriate by the state, the entire concept 
was abandoned and only one of the intended cooperations was actually 
completed: the title track Spit and Sing, My Yugoslavia begins with a prominent 
communist, Svetozar Vukmanović Tempo, singing a partisan song Padaj, silo i 
nepravdo [Fall, You Force and Injustice] accompanied by a children’s choir from a 
Sarajevo orphanage (Janjatović 2007: 34; example 1986 Pljuni i zapjevaj moja 
Jugoslavijo.mp3). 

While publicly declaring his commitment to the official ideology, Bregović 
was nevertheless finding ways to embed an ironic and multilayered position in 
all levels of his music. For instance, the “spit and sing” from the title and verses 
that commiserate with Yugoslavia as “a poor queen” reflect the increasing 
wrinkles on Yugoslavia’s face that would result in bloody civil wars in the years 
to come. In a later interview Bregović elaborated: 

The whole record had this small concept that was supposed to be all-inclusive,  but 
it was impossible to achieve. The idea was to gather all the enemies of the state in 
one place. ... In those days it was technically impossible. Nobody would produce 
such a record. ... That is why we ended up with [Svetozar Vukmanović] Tempo, 
and he was supposed to sing with the children’s choir. ... When the record was 
finished, all possible committees gathered to discuss whether [the title verse] 
meant “spit in your hands and sing,” or was it, God forbid, the other thing 
(Popović 1996).

The first meaning of the “spit and sing” verse referred to, as Bregović 
explained, the expression comparable with the English idiom “roll up your 
sleeves and get to work” (Trifković, n.d.). The “other thing,” the other meaning 
that could not be uttered, implied that one should spit on it. In other words, the 
unspeakable thought was that the entire SFRY concept was not as successful as 
the official ideology had claimed. 

Another interesting example of a possible ironic reading of Bregović’s 
mobilising music for political messages is the 1987 tune dedicated to the state 
police forces, A milicija trenira strogoću  [And the Police is Exhibiting Its 
Strictness] (example 1987 A milicija trenira strogocu.mp3), which had been 
released four years earlier as a children’s song in one of his independent 
projects. In this new version, recorded live, it starts with an infantile, mocking 
rendition of The Internationale played on a toy xylophone. On the surface, the 
song is a cheerful ska number that praises the power and strength of the 
Yugoslav police forces (in the chorus, “So young, and beautiful, and skilful, 
Militia”). But it is precisely this discrepancy between the lyrics and the 
cheerfulness of the music that leaves an impression that the author is sending an 
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opposite message, one having to do with the regime being assisted in its 
oppression by the police forces. 

In spite of such tacit hints and unspoken criticisms against the regime, 
Bregović retained a strong pro-Yugoslav stance; indeed, in light of his ongoing 
pro-Yugoslav position some of the later (post-1990s) analyses question the 
political relevance of his earlier criticism (e.g. Rasmussen 2007: 60). During the 
1980s, when the tensions between the Yugoslav republics already began to rise, 
Bregović committed his arranging skills to promoting the officially proclaimed 
“brotherhood and unity.” Whereas in the previous period he merged rock and 
folk, foreign and domestic music elements, in this phase he turned to merging 
different traditional styles in Yugoslavia (albeit still against a rock background). 
In this context, his folk references gained another meaning:

In the spirit of political turbulences in Yugoslavia, the band did not use only local 
Bosnian folklore anymore. Now the folklore had a multi-national character which, 
in such political framework, created the impression of a pro-Yugoslav attitude and 
tolerance. During its first period the White Button reflected the rural-urban issue 
and, related to that, the relationship between newly-composed and urban youth 
music. Later, during the 1980s, the key social-political events redirected the 
attention of a rock-pop band, such was The White Button, to Kosovo, Yugoslavia, 
to the relationship between Serbs and Croats (Vitas 2006: 62-63). 

In 1988 Bregović created one of his most politically sensitive collages. 
Under the title Lijepa naša [Our Beautiful One] he pasted together two songs – a 
Croatian and a Serbian one – that were very well known and carried strong 
local-patriotic, even nationalist connotations. The first one, Lijepa naša domovino 
[Our Beautiful Homeland] has meanwhile been adopted as the Croatian anthem, 
but during the SFRY days it was interpreted as overtly nationalistic and 
therefore politically subversive (possibly carrying a prison sentence) if played on 
its own, without the official Yugoslav anthem which would aurally affirm the 
Yugoslav meta-identity (Pettan 2010: 136). The second one, Tamo daleko [There, 
Far Away] is a Serbian song from the First World War, which depicts soldiers in 
war, stuck on the Thessaloniki front in northern Greece, longing for their 
homeland (Saramandić 2004: 50). Merging these two songs together made 
perfect sense to Bregović, from a textual point of view (since both dealt with 
praising one’s homeland), but also from a musical one (see 4.2.1). Nevertheless, 
due to the fact that both songs had strong (Serbian and Croatian) nationalist 
undertones, and since the record was released in the period (the end of 1980s) 
which already saw the first symptoms of the civil war that was about to break 
two years later, this song was considered very awkward and was not welcomed 
by the audience. Janjatović states that there were even cases of the band 
members having to seek cover from the audience’s rage at live concerts, as a 
consequence of this bold hybrid (2007: 35). Still, Bregović’s conviction of its pure 
musical value led him to reuse it in different arrangements in later stages of his 
career (see 4.1.2). The same record left a much bigger trace with the hit-song 
Đurđevdan (example 1988 Djurdjevdan.mp3), a cover of a Romani song that – in 
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its later emanation as Ederlezi (see down) – is nowadays the core number in 
many a brass band’s repertoire. Interestingly, Bregović claimed that this song 
was based on a traditional Albanian song (Dedić-Milojević 2006: 57), which 
contrasts the nationalist connotation it acquired among Serbian audiences 
(especially given the sensitive relationship between the Serbian and Albanian 
ethnic groups). The same tune later played an important part in Bregović’s 
career as a composer of film music (see 3.2). 

Throughout the 1980s, as the political frictions in SFRY gradually 
intensified, the WB continued to release five new records. The biggest Yugoslav 
band and the inventor of Yugo-rock could not fit into increasing anti-Yugoslav 
secessionist tendencies and hostilities that were building up in different SFRY 
republics: 

I remember our last tour as being very difficult. ...  They take us out onto a dark 
stage, you think there is nothing else in the dark but the audience, and for the first 
time you hear these new cheers “Serbia, Serbia” ... The lights go on, and you see 
everything filled with Serbian flags. Something entirely new. Ironically the 
following day we performed in Croatia. Again the same darkness and from its 
depths [you can see] Croatian flags. Our vans were sprayed with slogans “Serbia 
über alles.” Then the same thing in Croatia.  It was before [the political] rallies, 
before the demonstrations. It was apparent for the first time at our concerts. It 
made me feel disgusted and I couldn’t wait for that tour to be over (Popović 1996).

As if anticipating the end of the WB, in the same period (mid- to late 1980s) 
Bregović founded a production company Kamarad, which would publish most 
of his subsequent projects. At roughly the same time Bregović had importantly 
announced his stylistic shift and turn from rock towards traditional (later 
“world”) music: 

[T]he “Western” element has lost the signification of subversion, resistance, 
alterity.  Yet, when Bregovic announces in 1989 that he will turn to “ethnic music” 
with the explicit conviction that “there is no longer a point in simply copying 
American rock ‘n’ roll,” he hardly renounces the rock sensibility; on the contrary, 
he merely recognizes that “copying” the West is no longer politically effective 
(Gourgouris 2005: 337-338). 

The same period was marked by increasing conflicts between the band 
members. Bregović’s involvement in other projects led the lead singer Ž. Bebek 
to leave the band in 1984, causing a big stir among their fans. He was replaced 
by M. Vojičić “Tifa,” and a year later by A. Islamović. Stylistic and other changes 
(caused by the change in the lead singers) somewhat diluted the WB’s impact, 
accompanied by the fact that by that time the rock scene was much more 
diverse, compared to the beginning of their career. The WB’s last album, released 
in 1988, was initially not meant to be the last one, yet unforeseen circumstances 

81



(the health of a band member), followed by the war in Croatia breaking out in 
1991, put an end to The White Button era. 

3.2. 1990s: Film Music

As mentioned in Chapter 2, Bregović became internationally visible by 
composing film music. His first projects of this kind appeared already in the late 
1980s when, as the leader of the most popular Yugoslav band, he started 
embarking on various independent projects. In retrospect, however, it was not 
before the soundtrack for Emir Kusturica’s Dom za vešanje [Time of the Gypsies] 
(1988) that his career as a film composer really gained momentum. Indeed, it is 
safe to say that Emir Kusturica, dubbed “Balkan Fellini” (Iordanova 2008), 
enabled Bregović to become the internationally acclaimed composer that he is 
today. Kusturica’s movies are praised by numerous international awards; his 
role in constructing the image of the Balkans in popular culture is discussed in 
2.3. (see also Daković 2008). However, his most popular productions (Time of the 
Gypsies, Underground and Black Cat White Cat from 1998) showed the Balkans at 
their worst: all feature an array of unfortunate, self-destructive characters struck 
by the ill fate of being born and living in the former Yugoslavia.

The plot of Time of the Gypsies dealt with a desperate young Roma in search 
for a better life for him and his family, who enters the world of crime, human 
trafficking and prostitution in Italy. The movie introduces Kusturica’s magic 
realism, a technique that blurs reality with strong symbols, which creates a 
common thread with his subsequent films. What was a turkey and an airborne 
lead female protagonist in Time of the Gypsies would become the flying fish in 
Arizona Dream and a floating (in fact, drowning) bride and a monkey in 
Underground.

The Time of the Gypsies soundtrack, merged with the soundtrack for 
another movie, Ademir Kenović’s Kuduz (1989), was released two years later, in 
1990. Bregović’s cooperation with Kusturica, based on the decades-long 
friendship in their native Sarajevo, continued through two subsequent movies, 
Arizona Dream (1993) and Underground (1995). During the same period Bregović 
composed the soundtrack for two French movies, Philomène Esposito’s Toxic 
Affair in 1993 and Patrice Chèreau’s La Reine Margot in 1994, only the latter being 
released as a separate soundtrack.11 Apart from that, he composed music for 
various other (Yugoslav and international) film productions that, due to the fact 
they were not released as separate soundtracks, reached broader audience only 
in concert and recycled versions. 

In search for appropriate music material to depict the otherness of 
Kusturica’s magical worlds, Bregović returned to his old sources of inspiration 
from the early period of The White Button. Moreover, Trifković (n.d.) claims that 
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Bregović’s entire film music output is based on musically “Balkanising” the 
various others in the movie plots (sometimes leading roles being portrayed as 
outsiders, hence others). The success of this soundtrack for Bregović’s 
subsequent career is supported by Rasmussen, who states that “Bregovic’s light 
production treatment of [Roma] local repertoire became a hallmark of his future 
collaborative projects” (2007: 86). 

Time of the Gypsies was created the same year as the last record of The 
White Button, and in fact the two releases have a song in common: Đurđevdan/
Ederlezi, mentioned previously. On the rock band’s record, Đurđevdan (example 
1988 Djurdjevdan.mp3) dealt with yearning for a lost lover, whereas as Ederlezi 
(example 1988 Ederlezi.mp3) it was a chant (almost) without words performed 
by (then uncredited) Macedonian Roma singer Vesna Jankovska. Both titles, 
“Đurđevdan” and “Ederlezi,” offer a similar time reference – the first word is a 
Serbian/Slavic word for St. George’s Day (May 6th according to the Gregorian 
calendar), whereas the second is derived from the Turkish word Hidrellez, a 
holiday that marks the beginning of spring. This tune has special importance for 
Bregović’s career, not only because it is one of the tunes that he is most famous 
for, and not only because he recycled it several times.12 Moreover, it anticipates 
two music pillars of Bregović’s current career: Roma music(ans) and brass music 
(see 4.3). Several other tracks from this movie would appear in different 
arrangements in Bregović’s subsequent projects. 

The second movie Bregović and Kusturica cooperated on was Arizona 
Dream (1993). This was Kusturica’s attempt at mainstream Hollywood cinema, 
featuring stars such as Johnny Depp, Jerry Lewis and Faye Dunaway, and 
including musical collaboration with Iggy Pop. It dealt (once again) with the 
male leading role (Depp) trying, and failing, to find his way in the world. During 
the same period, Bregović finally left Sarajevo, leaving his rock star life behind, 
and moved to Paris where after many years he was confronted with the 
necessity of working for a living. This is why this period (early 1990s) is marked 
by many smaller assignments. According to Bregović, he was not picky and 
accepted commissions for small-scale projects such as music for independent 
movies and television commercials. 

Importantly, it is in Arizona Dream that Bregović for the first time embarks 
upon recycling tunes (initially released by the WB). Of course, this was made 
possible by the fact that Arizona Dream  was aimed at an international audience, 
unlike Time of the Gypsies which was featured in Yugoslav cinemas before 
appearing at international festivals. Only in such circumstances, and in an 
entirely new context, could Bregović rearrange his earlier tunes and give them a 
new life, free from associations with the WB repertoire. 
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Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan  (2006). It is also a recurring hit at live concerts featuring 
Balkan music (see 2.3),  having become an instant token of musical Balkanness/
Gypsiness over the years.



This is also an instance when Bregović continued with his collage 
technique, which was present already in the 1988 tune Lijepa naša (example 1988 
Lijepa nasa.mp3), when he merged a Croatian and a Serbian song (as mentioned 
previously). For example, he pasted the intro of a WB song Da te bogdo ne volim 
from 1984 (example 1984 Da te bogdo ne volim.mp3) and a chorus and a bridge 
from Ako možeš, zaboravi from 1983 (example 1983 Ako mozes zaboravi.mp3), in 
order to create TV Screen performed by Iggy Pop (example 1993 TV Screen.mp3). 
Pop also wrote the lyrics for this track, although they were obviously inspired by 
Bregović’s initial lyrics about forgetting. In the light of Bregović’s 
“Balkanisation” of music sources (see Chapter 4), it is interesting to note how the 
“classical” male choir singing without words in Ako možeš, zaboravi becomes a 
“traditional” female group singing melancholic folksy exclamations in TV Screen 
(see also 4.2.1).

The specific flavour of Bregović’s music is acknowledged by Pop in the 
liner notes accompanying the soundtrack. Illustrating the tune Death Car, there is 
a drawing of a smashed car and the short message in Pop’s handwriting giving 
the most condense recommendation of Goran Bregović’s music: “I saw Temps de 
Gitanes [Time of the Gypsies] & dug it, so why not work on this guy’s new movie? 
Goran’s stuff is pretty cool, esp. the gypsy shit. Hope you like it – Love, Iggy 
Pop.”

In 1994 Bregović worked on Patrice Chèreau’s La Reine Margot [Queen 
Margot]. The movie plot, based on a novel by Alexandre Dumas père, deals with 
the conflicts between Catholics and Protestants in the sixteenth century, and 
queen Margot’s secret love affair with a Protestant. Her “otherness” (her betrayal 
of her husband and the Catholics) is portrayed by “alien” sounds that penetrate 
Bregović’s music: 

Bregović musically translates the Protestants as “the unknown” or “the other” 
because they are portrayed this way in the film. The Protestants are presented as a 
mysterious force that is threatening the ruling Catholic French dynasty. ... His 
complex compositional gestures are not lacking in organisation, both individually 
and when contextualised in the overall conceptual patterning of the film. 
Bregović’s works in the Queen Margot soundtrack are not the random Balkanic 
overloads that they first may appear to be.  His eclectic reunions of the modern and 
traditional,  chaotic and organised, improvisatory and formalised are placed 
with ... precise reference to the characters on screen (Trifković n.d.).

As in the case of Arizona Dream, the soundtrack for La Reine Margot 
abounds with quotes from traditional music and Bregović’s earlier works. For 
example, the track U te sam se zaljubia (example 1994 U te sam se zaljubia.mp3) is 
performed by a male ensemble in the typical klapa style, which is a prominent 
traditional singing style from Dalmatia (Croatia). Needless to emphasise, 
Croatian singing style is not related in any way with the movie plot or any of the 
characters; it is a free-floating reference (emptied of ethnic connotation), 
intended for an audience unfamiliar with the actual source of the tune. 
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Elo Hi (example 1994 Elo Hi.mp3), dubbed by Trifković (ibid) as “Margot’s 
song” because it is used in most personal moments in the movie, is the most 
successful collage of all tracks. Performed by Ofra Haza, a Yemenite singer from 
Israel, this song has been recycled by Bregović several times throughout the 
1990s (in fact, its first version precedes Haza’s performance – see 4.2). As will be 
elaborated later, the song is constructed from a collage of three WB tunes: the 
verse comes from Ako ima boga (example 1988 Ako ima boga.mp3), the chorus 
comes from Kad odem, kad me ne bude (example 1986 Kad odem, kad me ne 
bude.mp3), and the bridge comes from a guitar riff in Ne gledaj me tako i ne ljubi 
me više (example 1975 Ne gledaj me tako i ne ljubi me vise.mp3). 

1995 brought the most successful and last cooperation between Kusturica 
and Bregović. They collaborated on the movie Underground, a tragicomedy 
providing a bitter commentary on the decades of communism in Yugoslavia, 
spiced up by a love triangle. The plot revolves around a small community of 
people living underground for decades as they were misinformed that the 
Second World War was still ongoing, their resurfacing in the midst of the 1990s 
civil wars and inability to cope with the world they find. This movie, created 
immediately after the wars in Bosnia and Croatia, hints at a Balkanised image of 
Yugoslavs who are tainted by the soil they were born on and doomed by their 
congenital passion (see 2.1). With this movie, Kusturica tried to send an 
important (Balkanist) message to and about Balkan people and their “way”: 
“They never rationalize their past. Somehow the passion that leads them 
forward is not changed. I hope some day people may find better ways to use the 
passion they have so far persistently used to kill one another” (quoted in 
Iordanova 2008). 

Underground was hugely successful, and it received numerous awards, 
including the Golden Palm at the Cannes Film Festival. The soundtrack 
production involved the Cape Verdean singer Cesaria Evora, as well as the brass 
ensemble of Boban Marković (whose participation would trigger the ensemble’s 
international popularity – see also 4.2). The tunes Bregović is most famous for 
come from this soundtrack: Kalašnjikov (example 1995 Kalashnikov.mp3) and 
Mesečina (example 1995 Mesecina.mp3), composed by the late Šaban Bajramović 
(who sang the lyrics in Romani; see 4.2.2). These two tunes became a trademark 
of Balkan music style, as it is constructed and consumed by the international 
music market. They are some of the most popular tunes with Balkan Beat 
audience, and they are often appropriated and performed by those artists who 
want to give their repertoire the instant stamp of “Balkanness” or 
“Gypsiness” (see 2.3). 

In the midst of the vast success of the movie and its music, the Kusturica-
Bregović team began to weaken. Due to reasons that were never explicated (in 
spite of rumours related to financial matters), after Underground their 
cooperation has stopped, never to continue. After his collaboration with 
Kusturica had ended, Bregović continued to occasionally compose film music 
but on a much smaller scale, doing one small production per year on average. 
For his following movie Black Cat White Cat (1998), Kusturica preferred to entrust 
the music part with the No Smoking Orchestra, also from Sarajevo, even though it 
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carried the same spirit as Underground and dealt with Gypsy stereotypes (which 
were by then the cornerstone of Bregović’s international image – see 5.2). 
However, the success of Underground and its music could not be surpassed, and 
the general public’s conclusion was that Bregović would have done a much 
better job with music for Black Cat White Cat.13

3.3. 1990s: Pop Music

As mentioned before, throughout his involvement with the WB Bregović 
also took part in various independent projects (see footnote 5). Besides being 
lucrative, they offered him an opportunity to apply his developing production 
skills (which he started to gain during WB studio recordings) in ever new 
contexts. In SFR Yugoslavia, he cooperated with many artists, mostly pop singers 
(rather than bands). The most important collaboration of this kind was with 
Zdravko Čolić, for two reasons: firstly, because of the immense popularity of 
Čolić in SFRY; secondly – and also of relevance to this discussion – because the 
tunes produced for Čolić would reappear in many of Bregović’s later releases. 
Bregović involved Čolić in some of his other projects, such as Underground and 
La Reine Margot soundtracks, as well as various stage productions (see 3.4). 

During the period 1975-1997, Bregović produced (or co-produced) five 
records for Čolić. Out of these five albums, the two presented here14  were 
released in 1990 and 1997. The first itself introduced tunes that were recycled 
from earlier sources (see 4.2.1). For instance, a very successful tune from the 
early 1990s was Čolić’s version of Čaje Šukarije (example 1990 Caje Sukarije.mp3) 
sung partly in Romani and including a girl’s rapping voice. Over the following 
nine years, this song was recycled at least four times by Bregović (see 4.2), but 
what is interesting is that it was itself a recycled version of a tune by a world 
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importance of Kusturica for Bregović’s career is acknowledged by the composer himself: 
“In your interviews you frequently mention Kusturica. Why are you absent from his interviews? 
– Well, maybe he is more important to me than I am to him. You know, I do this now, but 
if it weren’t for him I would have never done this. It started so,  almost by accident ...  We 
knew each other even before Time of the Gypsies and then we started with only a few 
minutes for that movie,  but then it extended to a whole hour. That is how it continued. If 
I have not had the fortune to work on good movies, nobody would have ever known 
that I can write good film music.  You know, that’s how it is. I cannot avoid mentioning 
him. He is one of the most important persons in my life. Most probably there are 
composers who write good music for bad movies. That can never succeed. If it had not 
been for Time of the Gypsies, my international career would not exist. I consider him to 
have an important role in my movie. A leading role” (Nikcevich 1995). 

14 Only two of these five releases are included in the list of Bregović’s selected projects 
(see Figure 3.1), because these two provided a substantial recycling basis for his 
subsequent productions. Three out of nine tracks from the 1990 release were reused; and 
five out of ten from the 1997 release. 



famous Macedonian Roma singer Esma Redžepova (example 1950s Esma 
Redzepova - Caje Sukarije.mp3). The 1997 release continued in the same vein: it 
spawned tunes that would be recycled in at least seven subsequent releases. It 
featured a Bulgarian singing group as backing vocals, who were by then a part 
of Bregović’s Wedding and Funeral Band (see 3.4). However, Čolić’s new sound 
produced by Bregović was interpreted as “too Turkish” and the CD was less 
than enthusiastically accepted by the public (see 2.2.1). 

Bregović’s projects abroad proceeded in a similar manner: he appeared as a 
(co-)producer of tunes for several pop singers. Apart from Čolić’s CDs, he 
worked on five releases during the 1990s: in Greece (two artists), Poland (two 
artists) and Turkey (one artist). Out of 50 produced tunes, more than 90 per cent 
(47 tunes) were inspired, rearranged or pasted from earlier Bregović’s songs (see 
4.2). These extensive recyclings, intended to construct and offer Balkanised 
sound in countries not native to Bregović, are the basis of the musical analysis 
that follows in 4.3. 

1991 saw the release of the CD Paradehtika by the Greek singer Alkistis 
Protopsalti. The album reached a golden record status, and was clearly marketed 
as “Balkan music” as a consequence of Bregović’s involvement in the release.15 
The press kit on Protopsalti’s homepage confirms his impact, stating that 

[i]n the early 1990’s Alkistis Protopsalti proposed to the Yugoslavian composer 
Goran Bregović to turn his “Time of the Gypsies” into a Greek record. The result of 
this proposal – with Lina’s Nikolakopoulou lyrics – was the golden album 
“Paradehtika”. The record became a great hit, but beyond that, it was the first time 
that the Greek public welcomed the Balkan music,  and this initiated the search for similar 
sounds (Protopsalti Homepage – emphasis added). 

In the biography available on the website, written by Protopsalti herself, 
she repeats the statement about the success of the CD, and replicates the usual 
(see 5.2) image of Bregović as the exponent of Gypsy music and culture: 

[This] album was a significant milestone on my musical journey. It was summer 
and a friend of mine, Costas Cotoulas, suggested that I see Emil Kusturitsa’s [sic] 
film “THE TIME OF THE GYPSIES” mainly to hear Goran Bregović’s songs and 
music. It was love at first sight. The experiences we lived through with the gypsies 
are unforgettable. Their unconventional way of life,  their inconsistency, their 
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fact that Balkan music was marketed as a foreign ingredient brought by Bregović; in 
other words, as imported rather than own. 



nonexistent professionalism all faded as soon as they entered the studio. 
Their passion, energy and talent not only flooded the recording studio but also our 
hearts. Goran Bregović is charismatic. ...  The “gypsy” performance played for two 
years – not only in Athens – but the whole of Greece and Cyprus (Protopsalti 
Homepage). 

Although announced as the rearrangement of the Time of the Gypsies 
soundtrack, in fact only four tracks stem from this release, most notably Ederlezi, 
transformed into Toy Ai Giorgi (Ederlezi) (example 1991 Toy Ai Giorgi.mp3). The 
remaining tracks are from Zdravko Čolić’s repertoire from his 1990 CD, and the 
WB’s repertoire from the 1980s. This CD features the first collage version of Elo 
Hi (example 1991 Theos An Einai.mp3) that would, as mentioned before, become 
the most powerful tune on the La Reine Margot soundtrack three years later (see 
previous section). 

Bregović’s next intraregional collaboration was also with a Greek artist, 
George Dalaras,  with the CD released in 1997. An internationally acclaimed 
singer, Dalaras’ style is closer to urban Greek music, especially rebetiko. With 
Bregović, he (like Protopsalti) reflected on the region that both artists shared. The 
liner notes evoke the usual image of the region as a space of ingrained 
turbulence, utilising the immortal gun-powder metaphor (see 2.1.4):

The eve of the year 2000 is approaching and we are pushing a ball uphill, being 
certain that as soon as we reach the top we will roll downhill again.
It is fun! 
In this small, rocky neighbourhood of the world, which still ‘smells of gun-
powder’, we go on singing. For the time being, we are through. Home free (Liner 
notes, Dalaras & Bregovic). 

The entire booklet is visually designed in dark red tones, and shows 
almost exclusively photographs of Bregović and Dalaras. This strongly claimed 
authorship of the released tunes is in accordance with Bregović’s usual 
appearance in videos, CD booklets and on stage (see below). In contrast to 
Protopsalti’s CD seven years earlier (which features almost exclusively local 
musicians), this production involved musicians from different countries, and for 
the first time the “Wedding and Funeral Band” (in charge of wind section and 
percussion – see 3.4). The same singing group that previously took part in 
Protopsalti’s project was this time credited as “The Bulgarian women’s voices,” 
referring to the “mystery of Bulgarian voices,” a brand already established in the 
international music market (see 2.3). 

All ten tracks on the Dalaras & Bregovic CD are recycled. Especially 
interesting are rearranged versions of the three tunes mentioned earlier: Čaje 
Šukarije (example 1997 Me Lene Popi.mp3), the merged Croatian-Serbian 
nationalist song Lijepa naša (example 1997 Ena Tragoudi Gia Tin Eleni F.mp3), 
and the Underground mega-hit Mesečina (example 1997 Nihta.mp3). 
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In 1999 Bregović worked on two projects. Moving along the intraregional 
cooperation trajectories (see 2.2.2), the first was a CD by a Turkish pop singer 
Sezen Aksu, releasing once again ten recycled tunes (on this CD, see Stokes 
2007). Immensely popular, with more than 40 million sold albums, Aksu is 
regarded as the “Queen of Turkish Pop.” According to her website, her 
collaboration with Bregović, entitled Dügün ve Cenaze or “The Wedding and a 
Funeral” (probably after his Wedding and Funeral Band – see next section), 
increased her presence on the international market. The role of the brass band on 
this release is prominent; in Stokes’ words, it was the entire “point” of the CD, 
and “its distinguishing feature” (2007: 326). Tracks on the CD bring 
rearrangements of some of Bregović’s greatest hits, including Mesečina (Aysigi – 
example 1999 Aysigi.mp3), Kalašnjikov (example 1999 Kalashnikof.mp3) and 
Ederlezi (example 1999 Hidrellez.mp3). There is also another version of Elo Hi, 
titled Allahin Varsa (example 1999 Allahin Varsa.mp3). This release had a 
significant impact on Aksu’s career; it yielded a regional tour in which she was 
accompanied by a Macedonian brass band that provided the “Balkan” 
ingredient of her sound (ibid: 327). 

The same year Bregović completed another CD, with the Polish pop singer 
Kayah. Like in the case of the Turkish CD, all ten tunes are recycled, six of them 
sharing the same tunes with (simultaneously released) Aksu’s CD. By that time, 
Bregović was already popular in Poland thanks to a previous concert tour, which 
he gave together with his Wedding and Funeral Band. The concert he gave in 
Poznan in 1997 was declared the greatest cultural event of the year, and was 
broadcast numerous times on local TV. It started a “Bregovićmania” in Poland 
which resulted in the collaboration with Kayah and later with Krzysztof 
Krawczyk (Krzysztof Krawczyk i Goran Bregovic, n.d.).

Although Kayah has become popular within other corners of popular 
music (reggae, soul, jazz, R&B), she made a stylistic experiment with this CD, 
which turned out to be hugely successful. Again with Bregović’s name and face 
in the front, the liner notes feature the two artists in an arranged “peasant” style, 
resembling old-fashioned wedding photos. 

89



Figure 3.2. Cover of Kayah and Bregović16

Entitled Kayah and Bregović, this release received several Polish awards for 
the best video of the year, best pop record, and best single. Kayah gained the title 
of the best female artist, whereas Bregović himself won the title Composer of the 
Year. The CD itself became “the greatest artistic and commercial success of recent 
years,” winning yet another award that declared it “the record for the 
masses” (Kayah Homepage). The CD reached six platinum records (selling 
around 650.000 copies), followed by several singles featuring diverse remixes of 
the most popular tracks, including Niema, niema ciebie (example 1999 Nie ma nie 
ma ciebie.mp3), the recycled version of Ederlezi (as it is credited in the liner 
notes). It also features arrangements of Elo Hi (example 1999 Jesli Bog 
istnieje.mp3), crediting the “original” title and Ofra Haza for the lyrics, and Čaje 
Šukarije (example 1999 Caje Sukarije,mp3), which was, interestingly, credited as a 
“Gypsy folk music arranged by Goran Bregović” instead of mentioning Esma 
Redžepova, which must have been tacitly approved by Bregović (see 4.2.2).

In 2001 there was yet another Polish release, performed by Krzysztof 
Krawczyk, this time in a style closer to rock ballads. Claiming that his music is 
closer to “ordinary people,” Bregović entered into collaboration with a musician 
regarded as old-fashioned, in contrast to his previous project with hugely 
popular Kayah (Wywiad z Bregovićem, n.d.). Ironically dubbed “the kings of 
kitsch,” the two artists and their cooperation were put in context of the broader 
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neo-folk movement in Poland, which was greatly influenced by Bregović’s 
music: 

Krawczyk is convinced of the commercial success of this material. For the past 
twenty years he has mainly been popular as a singer of romantic Schlagers. 
Neither he nor Bregović mind that young music critics ironically call them “kings 
of kitsch”. Newly-composed folk music has only recently been gaining popularity 
in Poland, mostly thanks to Goran Bregović’s concerts.  Meanwhile domestic 
ensembles have emerged, which base their repertoire on arranged folk songs and 
music motives from the Carpathian region and eastern Poland.
It is difficult for creators of the new folk music to free themselves from Balkan 
rhythms, brought by Bregović, and this results in a sometimes unbelievable mixture 
of traditions (Kraljevi kiča 2001 – emphasis added).

Among ten recycled tracks, Krawczyk offered his version of the pasted 
Croatian-Serbian tune Lijepa naša (example 2001 Witaj gosciu.mp3). Although 
Bregović’s name (and face) guaranteed success in Poland, which was already 
open to Balkanised tunes, this CD did not achieve the number of copies 
comparable with other releases mentioned in this subsection, and is frequently 
omitted from Bregović’s discographies. 

In the midst of his various projects, Bregović reflected on his involvement 
with different artists and different music styles. Although not specifically 
referring to projects he was yet to make in the late 1990s, he claimed that his new 
(post-WB) music was much more natural. Somewhat contradictory to his 
frequent physical appearance on CD covers, he claimed that he enjoyed the 
fading of the limelight: 

I always wanted such a career and now it has finally happened. I don’t have any 
obligations, I don’t have to have my picture taken, to talk to the newspapers and 
my record is still ok. The best part is that people buy records with material that 
does not require me to lie. [During the SFRY era] I had to lie sometimes, to create 
these artificial constructions, those pasted Frankensteins. My records are natural 
now, those Frankensteins I make today are more natural. My best music is yet to 
come (Popović 1996).

Bregović’s independent projects continue to the present day, although on a 
smaller (ex-Yu) scale. One of the most recent collaborations was with Croatian 
pop-star Severina which started in 2006 when Bregović co-signed a song she 
performed at the Eurovision Song Contest in Athens. This song stirred Croatian 
public life due to Bregović’s clear stamp as a Balkan music composer and the 
song’s categorisation as turbo-folk (interpreted as a Serbian label – see 2.2.1), and 
any links with Serbia being strongly rejected by the Croatian public because of 
the troublesome political relationship between the two countries (Baker 2008). 
Nevertheless, in spite of all the controversies, the cooperation between the singer 
and composer/producer resulted in a CD released in 2008. In addition to 
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instigating discussion about authenticity in and of Croatian music (imagined 
and defined as opposed to Serbian), it provoked strong criticism in religious 
circles, due to its title Zdravo Marijo (Hail Mary), so much that Severina was 
dubbed “Croatian Madonna” for her bold use of church symbols. In accordance 
with Bregović’s (by then) usual practice, the tracks were mostly recycled, this 
time from his previous stage production Karmen (see 3.4).17 The CD production 
involved brass ensembles from Croatia and Serbia, as well as a Croatian 
tamburica18 orchestra. Interestingly, one of the tracks is attributed to the Turkish 
singer Sezen Aksu (obviously after Bregović’s cooperation with her more than a 
decade earlier), which shows but one of many intraregional cross-links Bregović 
has established through his projects (see 2.2.2). The release offers a mixture of 
styles so typical of Bregović: 

[I]n this album the urban, genuine and authentic merge into a distinctive new 
sound. Starting from the obvious elements of this region’s folk music,  classical 
pop-rock, music framework of a cabaret,  mild influence of blues, to modern dance 
rhythms, what emerged was something unique. ... The main track is “Gas, Gas,” a 
real “Balkan beat” which made Bregović famous worldwide (V.Dj.Dj. 2008).

Interestingly, in order to displace it from the negative turbo-folk label (see 
2.2.1), in the Serbian release of the same CD the readers/listeners were assured 
that “the single Gas, Gas might sound to someone like turbofolk, but it is a 
mistake. The song is an effective dance-floor killer, an ultimate club tune, fun 
and easygoing, which immediately won the media, as well as European clubs 
where Balkan sound can be heard” (G.J. 2008). 

3.4. 1990s and 2000s: World Music

The next (and still ongoing) phase of Goran Bregović’s career started in the 
late 1990s, still overlapping with his earlier projects (see Figure 3.1). Unsatisfied 
with the pace of composing and short deadlines associated with film music, he 
returned to his old passion for live performances. In order to start performing 
live after almost a decade of composing music for others, in 1996 he founded his 
Wedding and Funeral Band (also known as Wedding and Funeral Orchestra, 
Orchestra for Weddings and Funerals etc. – henceforth WFB). He has been 
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performing worldwide with this ensemble ever since (Mijatović 2002: 31). An 
idea of an orchestra as Bregović’s expressive “instrument” stems already from 
the WB period (see 3.1). Already in the late 1970s he experimented with 
introducing timbres uncharacteristic for a rock band. The WFB is just a 
culmination of Bregović’s decades-long search for a tool most suitable for 
expressing his musical ideas.

The name of the orchestra implies that funerals are typical occasions for 
playing (brass) music in the region. However, in reality this practice, although 
noted, is far less common than Bregović presents it, even though cases of funeral 
brass playing have been noted sporadically by local researchers (such as Pettan 
1992: 185 and Golemović 2006b: 362-363). Bregović places this practice in a 
specific context of Orthodox Christianity: “They really play in the weddings and 
in the funerals, as in the orthodox [sic] tradition. After the funeral ritual you’ve 
eaten, you’ve drunk so, for a while, your pain is estranged by the 
music” (Fabretti n.d.). In another interview, he reflects on the fact, noted in 2.2.1, 
that the origin of Serbian brass music probably is military bands. His emphasis 
on  the military practice as “the only solid tradition here” only corroborates the 
violent image of the region (see 2.1): 

How did you come up with the name “Wedding and Funeral Band?”
It occurred to me because all my players from that brass orchestra have, in fact, 
played at weddings and funerals. Each of them has played either at weddings or 
funerals: some of them played more at weddings, and some more at funerals. I 
thought it was so cute. ... 
Brass music stems from the military tradition, and it is very distinctive. Coming 
from the military service, trumpeters started to play at weddings,  and then at 
funerals. All of a sudden the military, which is by the way the only solid tradition 
here – or rather the military sound, to be more precise – penetrated these segments 
where it wasn’t planned. However, it is obvious that the military trumpet is easily 
recognisable everywhere; it is an archetype that is close to everyone (Alempijević 
2002). 

In journalistic descriptions of Bregović’s orchestra, its (ethnically and 
stylistically) diverse nature is often used as a metaphor for the multicultural, 
hybrid Balkans (see 2.1.2). Its members come from different former Yugoslav 
ethnic groups, most notably the Roma, supplemented with a Bulgarian female 
singing group. The role of Roma musicians in Bregović’s career, elaborated in 
5.2, is well reflected in the orchestra. They are the core of the ensemble, and 
together with the other members they are “in the service of a permanent contrast 
between the most advanced technology of musical construction and a pinch of 
folkloric perfumes from the Balkans” (Bregović Homepage [old]: Press in 
English). 

Initially set up as a hybrid between a Roma brass ensemble and a 
symphonic orchestra, the WFB has gone through various instrument 
combinations since its inception (although gravitating towards a smaller 
ensemble over the years). Especially so in Bregović’s various collaborations, the 
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performing body can encompass wind instruments, strings, percussion and 
vocal section consisting of three main units: soloists (coming from diverse music 
backgrounds), an “Orthodox” male choir and a “traditional” female singing 
group. Each of these components offers a specific sound colour and opens a 
different set of stylistic possibilities, enabling creation of different codes (Slobin 
1993). They are also spatially separated on the stage and visually different: 
whereas the members of the male choir and the string section wear black suits 
and ties, the female group and the brass section are in village clothes (although 
not exactly referring to any specific group or region, but rather clad in generic 
“folk” outfits). 

Figure 3.3. Wedding and Funeral Band, showing its different sections 
(brass, string, choir and female singing group), with Bregović centre stage19 

The syncretic, diverse nature of the orchestra is also emphasised in the 
musical backgrounds of its members: Bregović explains that there are 
uneducated, semi-educated and highly trained musicians, and elaborates: 

How was born the idea for the Orchestra of the weddings and funerals?
GB: From an ambition to play with a symphony orchestra. When I came back to 
the “concert” form, I first played with a traditional band, orchestra and choir, but 
removing all wood instruments (clarinets, etc.) that I found too harmonious. I 
recomposed this orchestra as I imagine the “human” music, not perfectly tuned, 
more natural. I replaced the trumpets by a gypsy brass band, which requires a 
shifted play compared to a symphonic score. I also added traditional drums, and 
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computers. In the chorus, I have only male singers coming from orthodox [sic] 
song tradition. And for the female intonations, I have the Bulgarian Voices20. All 
that gives the feeling of a great freedom (Goran Bregović 2002). 

I work with talented people. I have trumpeters who before [they started working 
with] me played at weddings their whole life; the second trumpeter is a 
Macedonian and he plays the first trumpet in the Jazz ensemble of the [Serbian 
Broadcasting Corporation]. I also have a Gypsy trumpeter who has completed 
only few months of elementary school, whereas the saxophone player teaches at 
three conservatories. Three of them have only ever played at funerals. A colourful 
bunch, from semi-literate to highly educated. That is good, because it creates 
curiosity among them and a certain madness when it comes to making music 
(Dedić-Milojević 2006: 57). 

The importance of a “not too harmonious sound” for Bregović is repeated 
in other statements of his: 

In an orchestra,  I was always irritated by the fact that it was too much in tune. I 
don’t like [things] to be too much in tune, because it is not natural and I don’t feel 
natural. I like it when it’s a bit “out of tune,” exactly as much as everything 
around us is also out of tune. ... There is such a thing as human tuning. I find 
perfect tuning unnatural, it irritates me (Mijatović 2002: 53). 

Since its foundation, the WFB has played hundreds of concerts worldwide, 
although the majority of their performances have been in Europe and South 
America. Only in years 2005, 2006 and 2007 did they give their first concerts in 
Asia, North America and Australia respectively (Bregović Homepage [old]: 
Biography). The concert reviews use a jargon that unmistakably relates 
Bregović’s music to folk music revivals (Livingston 1999), glorifying the mystical 
powers and ancient life forces residing in traditional music. A few short excerpts 
from Bregović’s homepage (in its previous version, before the Alkohol-remake – 
see below) clearly show recurring tropes in describing his music, including the 
notions of the Balkans as a powder-keg and their music as intrinsically hybrid 
(see 2.1.2): 

For the past four years [Bregović] has attracted the sensibility of most varied 
audiences in Europe letting them taste something that started out as original film-
track music, and that ends up anchored in our orphic subconscious as the most 
beautiful, captivating, cross-breed visual symphony that has been woven over this 
last decade of the XX century. It is a mind-blowing return trip with no destination 
or port of arrival. ... The Balkan Soul offers us not only reasons for fear and 
weariness as in their latest belligerent exploits. From the mud appear also flowers 
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of incomparable splendour and beauty. ... May gods and muses of art replace 
devils of war and disaster. So be it (Bregović Homepage [old]: Press in English). 

All of a sudden, we are thrusted into the heart of the Balkan’s genius, into this 
sweet and irresistible confusion of feelings, where people are, at the same time, 
laughing, crying and singing, between an ironic thoughtlessness and an 
exacerbated sentimentalism – life there is a permanent and opencast complete 
theater, with its intense dramas, its unutterable joys and, always, omnipresent, this 
beautiful nostalgia that never overloades [sic] itself, like by some kind of magic, in 
one inexhaustible fountain of life (ibid: Music for movies). 

Reviews of Bregović’s concerts and CDs with the WFB stress the hybrid 
structure of the orchestra and the music’s eclectic nature. In accordance with the 
world music discourse (see 4.1), words often used are mix, blend, melt, merge etc. 
Another single snapshot of Bregović’s Internet portrait shows clearly how 
striking this image (of his music traversing borders of time, space, genre, 
religion, etc.) really is for his listeners: 

He can merge Balkan folk and electronics, frantic rhythm and sacred themes. ... 
“My music? It’s a mixture born from the Balkan frontier. A mysterious land where 
three cultures cross each other: orthodox, catholic and muslim” [sic] ... His 
compositions, a mix of Balkan folk and refined technology, conquered Europe ... 
So let’s give space to the music: raw and roaring sounds, a bit “alcoholic”, mixed 
with solemn and touching tunes ... It’s a formula that melts Bartok and jazz, tango 
and Slavic folk, turkish [sic] suggestions and Bulgarian vocals,  orthodox sacred 
pholiphony [sic] and modern pop beats.  ...  You really can’t resist to the charm of 
this Balkan inebriating cocktail (Fabretti n.d.). 

Figure 3.4. Bregović and the WFB in performance21
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The WFB’s regular repertoire consists of Bregović’s greatest hits, which 
they perform in independent concerts or festivals dedicated to world music. He 
is marketed in countless reviews as a Balkan ethno [music] star, the king of Balkan 
ethno-rock, a living legend of Balkan rock and ethno music, Balkan fever hit, a guru/
wizard of Balkan ethno music, etc. As a guru/wizard/king, Bregović has been 
awarded honorary citizenship of Buenos Aires, but also of Tirana, capital of 
Albania, which is interesting given the rather tense relationships between Serbia 
and Albania. In 2004 he was awarded an honorary doctorate of music by the 
CITY College in Thessaloniki “in recognition of his distinguished career and his 
contribution to the cultural development of South-East Europe.” The same 
article also mentions “the pivotal role Goran Bregović has played in capturing 
and preserving the diverse ethnic traditions of the region and presenting them to 
a global audience” (Graduation Ceremony 2004).

Apart from his ordinary tours, Bregović embarks on commissioned 
projects where the WFB is frequently joined by various ensembles or soloists. In 
this way the sound reaches yet a new level of hybridity where even more codes 
are layered upon one another (Slobin 1993). These projects,  typical in the period 
during and immediately following the breakup of Yugoslavia, are usually 
connected by a common thread of multiculturalism and reconciliation. In this 
sense they resemble the late phase of the WB career during the 1980s, when 
Bregović used to bring together songs/people with different backgrounds to 
underline the overarching, pan-Yugoslav identity (see 3.1). Nevertheless, his 
recent projects are much less popular among his worldwide audiences, 
compared to his greatest hits such as Ederlezi, Kalašnjikov and Mesečina, so much 
so that the section for upcoming performances on his website sometimes 
contains a warning that a concert would feature new repertoire instead of the 
biggest hits. Because of performing such a diverse repertoire, and in order for 
the audience to adjust its expectations, the concert announcements also often 
state the number of performers involved (whether it would be a “small” concert 
with only 7 musicians on the stage, or a “big” one with 35 or more). 

The first big event where the WFB performed was in 1997. On the occasion 
of inaugurating Thessaloniki as that year’s European cultural capital, Goran 
Bregović and the WFB were commissioned to give a concert that would be 
released a year later as Silence of the Balkans. According to the event’s Artistic 
Director, quoted in the liner notes, the aim of the commission was a “work which 
would bring together the Balkan experiences with the image and the history of a 
city, that forms a spiritual and cultural centre of the whole area for 23 centuries.” 

Created in the midst of the turbulent 1990s, which brought civil wars and 
the gradual breakup of the SFRY, Silence of the Balkans carries a powerful 
reconciliation appeal emitted by Bregović. Not taking sides in the still ongoing 
conflicts, he declared this project a general tribute to all victims of wars in the 
Balkans (Pećanin n.d.). His connection with and promotion of music familiar as 
“folk” and “own” entered a “new level of both authorial intimacy and Balkan 
exotica” (Rasmussen 2007: 86-87), as he collaborated “with artists from the whole 
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Balkans. Everything that could be called the Balkans: between Budapest and 
Istanbul” (Heineken Rock Interview 1997). Silence of the Balkans brought several 
recycled tunes, most notably Ederlezi in a style similar to the early world music 
arrangements, with samples of sounds digitally processed so as to give an 
impression of an “indigenous” environment, and synthesised instrument 
timbres (for instance, Ederlezi). For this release Bregović hired a conservatory-
trained composer as an arranging assistant, which is a practice that he would 
continue in his later projects (as he preferred to remain deliberately ignorant, in 
his own words: “I learned to nurture my ignorance as some sort of knowledge” – 
Grujić and Nikčević 2012). 

The CD tracks on Silence of the Balkans are sequenced so that sung tunes 
alternate with four tracks entitled Silence 1-4. The first interjected Silence is an 
instrumental introduction ending with a cracking (slowed-down) recording of 
what were allegedly the words of Winston Churchill saying: The Balkans is a 
powder-keg. Much so, Europe can’t live without it. Behind the line lie all the capitals of 
the ancient states of Central and Southern Europe, and all cities and population 
surrounding it. OK. The Balkans is a powder-keg, but we will find common conceptions 
on both sides. Bregović’s reference to the wars in the former Yugoslavia continues 
all the way up to the last track (entitled Mocking Song), where three children’s 
voices close the complete Silence of the Balkans. A simple motif performed on a 
toy xylophone is accompanied by a brass ensemble and voice. At the end the 
three boys, one by one, say their names and declare their friendship with the 
next boy: “My name is A and my friend is B; My name is B and my friend is C; 
My name is C.” The composer explained the thought behind this track:

I have, in fact, a small composition for male choir and three children’s 
instruments. I wanted them to be played by three children from the “Ljubica 
Ivezic” orphanage. It is an orphanage from my neighbourhood in Sarajevo. On a 
certain allegoric plane, my intention was to have three orphans – a Serb,  a Croat 
and a Muslim – because I didn’t want to cooperate with any adults. If I cooperate 
on an allegoric level with Serbs, Croats and Muslims, let them be those abandoned 
children (Mijatović 2002: 32). 

In consequence of the success of the assignment of such magnitude, the 
years that followed brought more commissions and more chances for 
multicultural, crossover projects. In 2000, in Italy, Bregović produced the Hot 
Balkan Roots for the occasion of the Bologna 2000. He was commissioned to be the 
“ambassador of music for the Orthodox countries” (probably meaning the 
countries where Orthodox Christians make up the demographic majority). In 
this project he included three brass ensembles (from Bulgaria, Romania and 
Serbia) and a Russian female vocal ensemble (Bregović Homepage [old]: 
Biography). 

In 2002 Bregović released his Tales and Songs from Weddings and Funerals, 
marketed in different countries as differently as classical music, jazz or pop. It 
contained tunes that would become the core of his concert performances in the 
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subsequent years. Similar to the Silence of the Balkans, the tracks are structured in 
a sequence of (mostly) instrumental “tales” (Tales I-VII), intertwined with vocal 
“songs.” In the liner notes, the tales are accompanied by tempi (some of which 
are invented, such as “adagio poco febrile” or “moderato melancolico”) and 
instrumentation indications such as “for wind orchestra and clock” (Tale I), “for 
wine glasses and strings” (Tale II), but also “for Zdravko Čolić and the Georgian 
Male Choir” (Tale III). The last tale is subtitled “Scherzo for gypsy orchestra.”

The sung numbers are either in a non-existing language (such as Tale III) or 
in Roma language. This is a deliberate decision by Bregović not to use any of the 
languages deriving from his mother tongue, Serbo-Croatian: 

Why are all verses on the CD written in Roma language? 
Since I don’t write in Serbo-Croatian anymore, as that language doesn’t exist 
anymore, lately when I write for vocals I write in an imaginary language, I put 
vowels and consonants where it suits me. And this CD I wrote in Gypsy 
[language]. Not in protest to the fact that Serbo-Croatian does not exist anymore, 
but rather because I don’t feel comfortable writing either in Croatian or in Serbian, 
or in that Bosnian which is a new invention I cannot fit into. 
Which language do you speak? 
Well, in Ours. There is that dead language that could be called Ours. And it was 
nice for me to write in Gypsy [language], I felt as if I was at the beginning again. ... 
Now, since I wrote in a language that is new to me, the songs are very simple, they 
show the joy of discovering links between that language and music (Ferina 2002). 

With this release, Bregović obviously intended to recharge his pool of 
dance-floor hits, so he created several tracks that have a mood similar to 
Kalašnjikov or Mesečina: for example, the tunes Sex (example 2002 Sex.mp3) or 
Cocktail Molotov, as well as the Polizia molto arrabiata (example 2002 Polizia molto 
arrabiata.mp3) which is in fact a recycled A milicija trenira strogoću from 1987 
(example 1987 A Milicija Trenira Strogocu.mp3 – see 3.1). 

Later that same year Bregović produced My Heart has Become Tolerant with 
(up to that moment) the clearest focus on reconciliation and multiculturalism. It 
was premiered at the French Festival of Sacred Music which that year had a 
subtitle “From Bach to Bregović.” According to Bregović, it was a “laymen’s 
liturgy” dedicated to similarities in religious services of the three major 
monotheistic religions: Christianity, Judaism and Islam. He depicted the 
millennia of coexistence of the three religions by involving three female singers 
as three “priests,” each stemming from a different religion. He elaborated: 

The concept with the three of them is exceptionally interesting, because [apart 
from being “priests” of three religions] they represented three minorities – 
Tunisian singer Amina represented Islam, Dana International represented Judaism 
and Vaska Jankovska [represented] Christianity. It is interesting because Vaska is a 
Gypsy and she represented Christianity, whereas Dana is a transvestite and she 
represented Judaism (Ferina 2002).
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Although he often denied any political engagement, all these statements 
showed Bregović’s intent to send a message that transcended his music. It was 
even more noticeable when it came to the same performance in his native 
Sarajevo: 

In Sarajevo we performed in a different setting. We brought string musicians from 
the Sarajevo Philharmonic, and a vocal ensemble from Belgrade Orthodox Church. 
That is how we kept this allegoric level.  For Sarajevo, such a setting might be even 
more important than the one with Arabs and Russians. I don’t think it changes 
anything, I don’t have such an illusion. But the destiny of this mankind is 
probably to eventually make peace with each other and coexist with all our 
differences. Still,  it is a long road to illuminate, and every little light on this path is 
welcome (ibid).

In 2004 Bregović premiered another project, “his first opera entitled 
Bregović’s Karmen with a Happy End, the first Carmen with a K and a Balkan 
accent. A combination of naive theatre and opera” (Bregović Homepage [old]: 
Biography). After more than one hundred performances, in 2007 it was released 
on CD. Initially conceptualised as a movie script, Bregović later gave up on that 
idea and created a musical using a few core motives from Bizet’s Carmen. Apart 
from the WFB, the music ensemble included Vaska Jankovska, a Macedonian 
Roma singer whose powerful voice had made Ederlezi such an extraordinary 
number some fifteen years earlier. 

Karmen’s narrative reveals a complex structure consisting of several 
intertwining stories. It is an opera about an opera, and an opera within an opera. 
In the centre of the plot is Kleopatra (leading female role) in search of a lost 
opera that was created by Fuad, a deceased Gypsy trumpeter. He made it for 
Karmen, who had also died as a prostitute in Italy. In order to restage the opera, 
Kleopatra meets members of Fuad’s band in search for pieces of the almost 
forgotten music, which is performed as the second act of Karmen. Unlike Carmen 
and Fuad’s Karmen, though, Bregović’s Karmen has a happy end since Kleopatra 
marries Fuad’s nephew Bakia, who she is secretly in love with. Several layers of 
the narrative create a blurry temporal line, supported by the WFB members’ 
double roles (within Bregović’s and Fuad’s Karmen). One of the roles in the opera 
is dedicated to Bregović himself, who is announced in the libretto as “an elegant 
gypsy with a black eye-patch.” The language of the opera is Roma and English 
(or Roma and Serbian/Croatian in case of domestic performances). 

The complexity of the plot is increased by multimedia supplements: The 
subtitles placed above the stage provide translation of Roma passages, but also 
display excerpts by the narrator that are instrumental in tying the story together. 
Furthermore, there is a printed sheet that comes with every ticket: the audience 
is supposed to follow cues given by Bregović and look at the illustrations made 
by Karmen. The entire visual component of the opera (including the 
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accompanying illustrations) evokes associations of naïve painting, with bright 
colours and simplified forms. 

The main motive of the scenography and the drawings are Cupids with 
moustaches. This is a line that stretches beyond a simple humorous and 
incongruous effect: the hairy angels embody at least two concepts that deeply 
penetrate Bregović’s art. Firstly, Kleopatra’s fondness of men with moustaches 
and her words “What’s life without happiness? It’s like a kiss without a 
moustache” relates strongly to the constructed masculine image of the Balkans, 
and Balkan men being frequently depicted in fiction literature with moustaches 
(see 2.1.4). The second reference to a moustache is made by Bregović himself, in 
what seems to be the core concept of his opera, as well as his other hybrid 
projects: 

My Karmen has nothing to do with Bizet.  Except for the fact that my libretto would 
have been impossible to write if it were not for Bizet’s. It is very frequent in art 
history. It is the same like when you put a moustache on Mona Lisa (Pantelić 2006). 

Mentioning Mona Lisa is probably a reference to Marcel Duchamp’s 
L.H.O.O.Q., a Dadaist  art piece from 1919, displaying a reproduction of Da 
Vinci’s Mona Lisa with a moustache and a goatee. In this way Bregović interprets 
his music as a postmodernist expression, and positions his production within the 
broader context of contemporary art (on world music and postmodernism, see 
4.1). 

Figure 3.5. CD cover of Karmen22
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Bregović’s declared intention behind Karmen is a wish to create artwork 
that would communicate the joy and energy of Gypsies, but at the same time 
avoid the negative segments of the Gypsy stereotype – something he develops 
further in his other statements about Gypsies (see 5.2). In his words, the purpose 
of Karmen was to offer Gypsies a happy-ending narrative, an unlikely positive 
version of the old Gypsy plot: 

Opera is an expensive thing, for rich people,  and this [Karmen] is cheap, for poor 
people. My Karmen is a small anti-opera for poor people, which can be performed 
and afforded by poor people. That is the ambition behind my opera. ... I would 
like it to be played for tips, the same way like 90 percent of gypsy tips come from 
playing several of my songs. ...
Why the happy end? 
Why shouldn’t I intervene, if I can? If the ambition of my opera is to enter the 
repertoire of gypsy orchestras, imagine if I would give them a tragic end. As if 
there are not enough tragic events in their lives (Pantelić 2006). 

The same intention, to give Gypsies a happy ending, is repeated by 
Bregović in the libretto itself. Reading Fuad’s letter about how he came to the 
idea to transform Carmen into Karmen, he says: 

And then I saw that opera.  “Carmen”. Giovanni, the guy from whom we always 
buy trumpets, wanted me to see it at all costs.  Seems it’s the only gypsy opera. I 
always thought that in culture things are better than in life, but that Carmen gets 
fucked over just like mine. ... That’s why I wrote that opera.  That’s why I decided 
to write it all over again. If we, gypsies,  have only one opera, then that one can 
have a happy end. At least (CD liner notes).

Karmen was premiered in 2004 at a local festival in Serbia featuring 
amateur Roma theatre groups. The performance was not announced in the 
media until after the event, when only a few newspapers reported about it.23 In 
his introduction to the performance, Bregović actually referred to himself as a 
Gypsy. He also reflected on the fact that he had been appropriating Gypsy music 
for many years, and repeated the same thoughts in an interview: 

We took from you [the Roma] for a long time, it is about time to give back a thing 
or two. We Gypsies have but one opera, and it ends tragically. That is why I 
decided to create and perform, with my orchestra, for the first time in this region, 
a Gypsy Karmen with a happy end. Enjoy! (Jovanović 2004a – emphasis added).
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Serbian premiere, because the fact that the world premiere was in a small town of 
Sremska Mitrovica was virtually unknown to the public. 



We cannot always take everything from the Roma, and never give anything back. 
A job of an artist is an immoral, Robin Hood job. In music you take like one takes 
from a bank, with the bank’s hope that you would return what you took, with 
interest. I feel obliged to return in this way everything taken away from the Roma. 
That is why I selected [the local festival], where only Roma theatres perform. I 
gave them Karmen as a present, and they can perform it from now on without any 
compensation (Jovanović 2004b).

Indeed, Bregović’s earlier statement that he wishes Karmen was performed 
by local ensembles, followed by his announcement about making it available for 
royalty-free performances, is corroborated by the fact that, for a period of time at 
least, the Karmen website actually contained the score of the opera. In a zipped 
file titled partitions.zip,24 the complete scores and instrumental/vocal parts for 
seven out of 15 tracks released on the CD were available for free download.25

The opera had its “official” Serbian premiere in April 2006, in Belgrade (see 
footnote 23). The reactions in the press were somewhat ambivalent, and 
Bregović’s play with the operatic form was interpreted as underachieving, as a 
lack of actual skills needed to create a “serious” work of art. A TV review which 
was broadcast on the national television the following day was in a similar vein. 
Bregović’s statement that he wanted to create a small opera for poor people and 
small ensembles was seen as a weak alibi for the fact that the piece was 
artistically mediocre. Karmen’s unpretentiousness was seen as an excuse to tap 
into the “recognisable Balkan milieu” (Balkan labels being considered 
undesirable – see 2.1.3) without novelties and innovativeness. The whole project 
was assessed as an unoriginal and unsuccessful sensationalist attempt: 

If you want to create a spectacle in the U.S., the only thing you need to do is to 
gather some cash and give it to Tarantino, Spielberg or Stone.  In Serbia it works a 
bit differently. You take bits from famous Bizet’s opera “Carmen,” kick out all that 
is lasciviously pathetic, replace violins with Serbian trumpet, spice it up with a 
French accordion, serve it with authentic Gypsy swear words, and wrap it all up 
in sheets from the lucid songbook by the most famous Bosnian musician of all 
times. ... And that’s how you get “Bregović’s Karmen, e bahtale agorea” or 
“Brega’s Karmen with a happy end”, the weirdest thing ever heard and seen by 
the phlegmatic music world (Jovanović 2004a).
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April 19 2007]. After being available while Bregović toured with Karmen, in the latest 
update of his website it is no longer available, offering only its libretto instead. 

25 The question why only half, instead of the complete score, was made available, is very 
interesting. One answer might be that the omitted tunes are those that Bregović planned 
to share with other artists, such as  Croatian singer Severina,  whose latest CD contains 
several tunes recycled from Karmen (see 3.3).  Another might be that the omitted tunes 
were developed through improvisatory process and were never written down, before or 
after the studio recording.

http://karmen.artistes.universalmusic.fr
http://karmen.artistes.universalmusic.fr


In contrast, the same performance in Amsterdam in June the same year 
was received enthusiastically. The audience in Paradiso seemed thrilled by the 
narrative, by the music, and rewarded the orchestra and the composer with 
frenetic applause. A curious detail, projecting both Bregović’s leadership in the 
ensemble and rehearsed spontaneity of the event, was when he stopped the 
performance some five minutes after it had started. Apparently dissatisfied with 
the way the orchestra has begun, he shouted “Stop! Once again, from the top!” 
and the whole opera started once again, this time approved by the composer and 
master-of-ceremony Bregović. This was far from the only instance of this 
theatrical move: over the years, it was mentioned in many concert reviews from 
his performances around the globe (see 4.1).26

2005 brought another huge production, only on a regional level, but 
mobilising familiar issues related to authorship and political agency of 
Bregović’s music. After many rumours, The White Button (all instrumentalists 
and singers who were ever in the band – see 3.1.) briefly reunited and gave three 
concerts in three capitals: Zagreb (Croatia), Sarajevo (Bosnia and Herzegovina) 
and Belgrade (Serbia). Out of six former republics that constituted SFR 
Yugoslavia, the concerts took place only in capitals of those three that were 
directly involved in the wars during the 1990s. Therefore the short tour had a 
strong reconciliation and Yugo-nostalgic feeling to it, which is supported by a 
statement on Bregović’s website that the audience “proved [Bregović] right in 
the hope that people separated by wars could at least share and enjoy a common 
musical heritage” (Bregović Homepage [old]: Biography). 

The concerts were sold out. The audience in Sarajevo and Zagreb 
amounted to 70.000, whereas the Belgrade concert was the biggest music event 
up to date, gathering up to 200.000 people in an open-air stadium. The concerts 
were commercialised to the highest level by involving Coca-Cola as the largest 
sponsor. In fact, the whole project was allegedly initiated by Coca-Cola,  as part 
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26 An interesting event, which might be a possible consequence of Karmen, is a project 
run by Emir Kusturica, the film director that Bregović used to cooperate with (see 3.2). It 
seems that Karmen’s success initiated a similar project by Kusturica. In 2007 he released a 
“punk opera” Time Of The Gypsies, based on the story from his 1988 namesake movie. 
What is remarkable is that the music for the opera was in fact new, having no connection 
to the soundtrack Bregović composed and which made him (and the movie) so famous 
(see 3.2).  The music was composed and performed by the No Smoking Orchestra, a 
Sarajevo-based band that had also produced soundtracks for Kusturica’s movies after he 
has ended his cooperation with Bregović (such as Black Cat, White Cat in 1998). Even 
though Ederlezi was again the backbone of the music, Kusturica emphasises that it is by 
no means “Bregović’s Ederlezi.” This somewhat bizarre situation is mentioned only in 
passing on Kusturica’s website,  making a brief remark in one of the press reviews that 
“[t]he movie was a hit in Yugoslavia in the days when the country was falling apart, and 
got rave reviews elsewhere for its stunning images, intoxicating mix of comedy and 
tragedy and the unaffected vitality of the mostly non-professional cast. Not the least of 
the movie’s attractions was the enchanting music by Goran Bregović. Because Kusturica 
and Bregović are no longer on speaking terms, a new score had to be written” (Von 
Uthmann 2008).



of its global Soundwave campaign. All three singers accepted the offer, and 
apparently the one who was the least enthusiastic was Bregović himself, who 
was allegedly hesitant to step back and reminisce the WB era. Unlike him, the 
other band members never really musically evolved further from the WB, which 
was the peak of their careers, and those who were still in the music business 
mainly did small-scale gigs by covering old WB tunes in the old WB style. 
Nevertheless, after some negotiations (that, according to rumours, included a 
significant fee), the whole project could start. 

The events were extremely politicised, in spite of Bregović reiterating over 
and over again his old statement how he never intended for his music to send 
political messages (in accordance with  his hesitation to explicitly declare his 
political loyalty to SFRY as a political entity, opting for the idea of a meta-
Yugoslav identity instead, and especially in accordance with his disinclination to 
associate himself with any of the post-Yugoslav national identities). However, 
besides raising Yugo-nostalgia27 (Pogačar 2010) to the highest level, all three 
societies (Croatian, Bosnian and Serbian) were deeply stirred. The Sarajevo 
concert was almost cancelled due to security reasons because a militant group 
blamed Bregović for talking dismissively in an earlier interview about their 
leader during the war in Bosnia, and believed he was the speaker for Serbian 
hegemonic ideology. Likewise, the Belgrade concert was scheduled for June 
28th, a religious holiday Vidovdan, associated with events in Serbian history 
when Serbian nationalism was at its peak. The political ambiguity was, like in 
the old WB days, attributed to Bregović: 

Choosing June 28th for the Belgrade concert was far from unintentional.  ... 
Bregović profited again on domestic “transnational traumas” that,  from the battle 
of Kosovo to Ferdinand’s assasination to Milošević’s war cry in Gazimestan and 

105

27 Especially during the Belgrade event it was possible to purchase Yugo-memorabilia, 
such as t-shirts with SFRY prints,  five-pointed red stars, or Josip Broz Tito’s signature. 
One of the banners announcing the concert actually displayed Tito’s photograph. At one 
moment during the concert,  the audience spontaneously burst into the chorus of 
Jugoslavijo, na noge [Stand up, Yugoslavia] from a 1986 song (example 1986 Pljuni i 
zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo.mp3), even though it was not performed by the band on the 
stage. The Yugo-nostalgia, curiously present among the adolescent concert audience 
born when SFRY had already fallen apart,  was commented on in many concert reviews: 
“One hears words such as ‘the meeting with a better side of Yugoslavia that is no more’, 
‘resurrection of the White Button is (on a symbolic plane) not unlike Josip Broz 
reincarnated’ ... ‘Yugoslavia together again’” (Pantić 2005).



his transport to The Hague 12 years later,28 clearly define Vidovdan as the local 
War Day. Utilising that unfortunate national archetype which prompts an 
automatic reaction of Serbs ...  Bregović could count on at least 150.000 tickets for 
the Belgrade concert. And he got them, in spite of shy voices in the last few weeks 
coming from Sarajevo and Zagreb, saying that “actually,  they don’t really play all 
that good anymore” (Pantić 2005). 

Controversies mounted around the WB mini tour. On the eve of the 
Belgrade performance, Bregović initiated an unplugged session on Belgrade 
“Pink television.” This TV station, well known for turbo-folk orientation (see 
2.2.1), put a new spin on the WB repertoire, especially by bringing guest singers 
– popular turbo-folk stars – to perform live some of WB greatest hits.29 For this 
occasion Bregović rearranged WB tracks in his current style: adding the brass 
section, Dalmatian klapa ensemble, “Bulgarian voices” and so on. Trying to 
justify his “apples and oranges” approach, which in the given context was far 
from musically, culturally and politically innocent, Bregović said: “I always 
wondered how would the ‘Button’ sound in a [context of a] kafana, so I invited 
some singers who I would like to listen to in kafana” (P.U.S. 2005 – on kafana see 
2.2.1). 

The overall impression of the evening was that it was an unsuccessful 
attempt to create an MTV-style unplugged session. Moreover, the unsettling mix 
of rock and folk resulted in the whole evening sounding “like a bad joke with 
music relics” (ibid). In the days of its greatest popularity (during the 1970s and 
1980s) the WB was already struggling to keep its music on the rock side of the 
rock-folk pendulum, and had to disprove labels such as “shepherd rock” and 
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28  The “Battle of Kosovo” refers to the battle of medieval Serbia against the Ottoman 
Empire on 28 June 1389, which has special significance in Serbian history. The Serbian 
side was defeated, choosing – according to the oral epic poetry – “the kingdom of 
heaven over the kingdom on earth.” “Ferdinand’s murder” refers to the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, committed by a 
Bosnian Serb Gavrilo Princip,  which was largely interpreted in historical sources as the 
direct cause for the outbreak of World War I (see 2.1.1). The “war cry in Gazimestan” 
refers to a speech delivered by Slobodan Milošević on 28 June 1989 (at the celebration of 
600th anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo).  In the speech Milošević for the first time 
insinuated at the possibility of armed intervention to solve the raising tension between 
Serbs and Albanians in Kosovo, which anticipated the collapse of Yugoslavia and civil 
wars that followed. Finally, Milošević’s deportation to the Hague war tribunal for a trial 
for war crimes and crimes against humanity also took place on June 28 2001. A more 
complete list of Vidovdan-related events in Serbian history is available at http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vidovdan [Accessed July 14 2012]. 

29 Some of the performed tunes are available at [All accessed July 14 2012]: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C83dnfoyre0 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W_tWF2udcjk 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cprOKSF37BI 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5ObvZ3besg 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WXEEtKz4Vao 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vidovdan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vidovdan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vidovdan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vidovdan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vidovdan.%06
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vidovdan.%06
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C83dnfoyre0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C83dnfoyre0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W_tWF2udcjk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W_tWF2udcjk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cprOKSF37BI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cprOKSF37BI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5ObvZ3besg&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5ObvZ3besg&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WXEEtKz4Vao&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WXEEtKz4Vao&feature=related


accusations that it had been the forerunner of turbo-folk (see 3.1). On the other 
hand, Bregović was apparently never bothered by such criticism; besides, he had 
achieved his huge post-WB success precisely by Balkanising his earlier rock 
tunes; in other words, he was acting entirely in accordance with his current 
career. Still, seeing the band on Pink television singing folksy versions of their 
favourite tunes made many of their old fans feel uncomfortable. 

All controversies notwithstanding, the concerts were hugely successful. 
Raised emotions after the concerts brought ideas about the WB reunion, which 
was hinted at in the media several times, causing a big stir among the audience. 
However, unlike his former band members who were allegedly willing to 
reunite, Bregović rejected any possibility of returning to the rock idiom. It is 
understandable, given the fact that he had moved on and reached international 
success in other music styles, whereas the rest of the band remained confined to 
the intraregional market, and inescapably marked by the WB label (albeit a 
positive one). 

Nevertheless, inspired by the success of the small 2005 tour, the three WB 
singers decided to join forces, in spite of their conflicts in the earlier decades, and 
launched a European and U.S. tour. Asked to comment on the fact that the 
singers were performing what was copyrighted as his music, Bregović replied 
that his author’s rights need to be respected and that he should be paid royalties 
for BAT performing his music. Indeed, in April 2008 he protested against their 
performance being broadcast on Croatian television as the “White Button,” so 
the recording had to be put off the air (Skinuti sa HRT 2008). 

That same year (2005) Bregović initiated another production: he 
transformed his La Reine Margot soundtrack (1994 – see 3.2) into a ballet score. It 
was performed in the Belgrade National Theatre during the season 2005/2006. 
Similar to his awkward fusion between rock and folk during the WB concerts, 
the usual Balkanised sound of Bregović turned out to be a bitter pill for the ballet 
goers who were not used to the blurred distinction between “folk” and 
“classical.” Unlike the usual reviews of his music, the ballet score was 
commented upon in much milder terms, replacing “Balkan” with “ethno” and 
“folk” with “folklore” (e.g. Limić 2005). 

In 2006 Bregović completed a commission for the Concertgebouw 
(Amsterdam) and the European Concert Hall Organisation entitled Forgive Me, Is 
This the Way to the Future? Three Letters to Three Prophets (which he would later 
consider for the second part of his Sljivovica & Champagne release – see below). 
Together with Kristjan Järvi’s Absolute Ensemble (New York), the WFB, led by 
Bregović, performed in some of the biggest concert halls of Europe. In 
Amsterdam, the concert was staged at the Concertgebouw within the series 
“Balkan, klinkende avonturen.” Bregović was announced as an expert in diverse 
music cultures of the Balkans, and his cooperation with Järvi was described as a 
meeting of rich Balkan traditions and contemporary music (Debuut Goran 
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Bregović in Concertgebouw 2006).30 Although conceptualised and marketed as a 
fusion of two disparate music realms, those of traditional and contemporary 
music, the two performing ensembles rarely played simultaneously; instead, 
they alternated in playing separate segments. The segments performed by the 
brass section were met with the most enthusiastic reaction by the audience. As 
usual, the WFB played many quotes from its earlier tunes and the WB repertoire. 

In the following year it was clear that Bregović had finally installed himself 
firmly in the traditional/world music field in Serbia. In August 2007 he 
performed for the first time at one of the Serbia’s largest festivals – Guča. This 
festival is dedicated to brass music (see 2.2.1) and was for some of the WFB 
members the biggest arena of their previous music careers. Although many 
tunes created by Bregović entered the mainstream brass repertoire and were 
performed many times on the Guča stage, Bregović never performed himself. 
The concert was declared that year’s most important event of the entire festival, 
and was broadcast live at national television. 

The WFB, led by Bregović holding a whiskey glass in one hand, offered the 
usual range of hits, ending with a double rendition of Kalašnjikov. They also 
performed selected tunes from the WB repertoire, pushing all the right Yugo-
nostalgic buttons in the same way like during the WB tour two years earlier. 
They were eagerly accepted by the audience exploding with enthusiasm. He 
exited the stage as the “crowned trumpet king,” although he himself is not a 
trumpeter (Šaponjić 2007). The importance of being authenticated by the Guča 
audience, getting the seal of approval at the ultimate brass music event, was 
acknowledged by the composer:

[The WFB] played in the most important concert halls in the world, but it seems to 
me that it is easier for them to embarrass themselves in New York or Paris, than in 
Guča. ...  It is difficult for me to understand why this performance is so important 
to them, but it is nice to see how anxiously they await the performance on Friday.
What does Guča mean to you? 
Guča is a specific madness that has no counterpart. ... We will play a different 
repertoire than usual, because we will record this concert and probably release it 
next year. I have never released live recordings, and this will be a recording that 
goes with alcohol. ... So I will drink on the stage and play the music that suits me 
when I drink (Pantelić 2007). 

The spring of 2008 brought yet another spectacle performed by Bregović, 
this time within the Eurovision Song Contest, which was held in Belgrade 
(Serbia). He played one of the recent hits (Gas, gas), followed by a recycled 
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which he told me that I probably would not like it (since, presumably, in his eyes I was 
an ex-Yugoslav expecting to hear music more inclined towards his usual repertoire and 
the old WB hits), and added that the thought behind this concert was to merge two 
contemporary orchestras, but embodying different types of contemporariness.



version of a WB tune, and ending with the unavoidable Kalašnjikov.31 Despite 
the fact that Bregović introduced the last song with words “I will play now a 
little mocking song about the people who like to carry guns” (which is his usual 
intro to this song at international performances alike), the mocking intention was 
not welcome by the Serbian audience, whose general impression was that Serbia 
was misrepresented by evoking yet another association with weapons and 
violence. 

In early June 2008 Bregović’s career was temporarily put on hold as he 
suffered a serious accident. After climbing a cherry tree in his garden, he fell and 
fractured a spinal vertebra. He was operated and recovered remarkably well, 
continuing his U.S. tour. The end of 2008 brought his next CD release, 
announced initially on his website as the “Alcohol Concert.” It was a live CD 
Bregović referred to in the above mentioned quote, and it was entitled Alkohol: 
Šljivovica & Champagne, the first part of a double CD – entitled Sljivovica and 
Champagne each – which should offer a “crazy” and a more “sophisticated” 
version of drinking (Hochman 2009). The CD cover shows Bregović holding two 
glasses, two different vessels for two different alcohols: 

Figure 3.6. Cover of Alkohol: Sljivovica32 
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31  The entire performance is available at:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=9lT3NiFD204 [Accessed July 14 2013]. 

32 Courtesy of Universal Music Group.
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The role of drinking is repeatedly emphasised by Bregović onstage, where 
he usually tries to transform his concerts into a kafana experience (see 2.2.1). In 
many interviews he stresses the link with drinking and evokes the images of the 
out-of-control, overindulgent Balkans (see 2.1.4), relating alcohol(ism) to his 
“culture” and “tradition”:

[Alkohol] is a live record. It’s a drinking record. I am from culture where music 
since always was for drinking. We don’t have classical music. It was always about 
alcohol around music. So I don’t have to excuse too much, just from the tradition 
like this. I see the future of this music, the musicians will have good tip, the 
women will be on the tables, and the music is done for that.  Exactly. And they will 
drink good alcohol (Interview with Bregovic 2010). 33 

The composer’s updated homepage corroborates this new theme by 
displaying the cover of Alkohol, but with an added warning: “If you don’t go 
crazy, you are not normal.” Bregović exoticises the alcohol ingredient of his new 
releases: in one of the interviews, he claims that “[e]very culture is marked by 
the alcohol or the drugs that are mainly used ... We are marked by 
sljivovica” (ibid). The same interview reveals an interesting reversal of the 
familiar West/East dichotomy (“Maybe we don't have the same idea of 
champagne ... My idea is rich criminals drinking champagne just to show off” – 
ibid): in the process of assigning negative values to the West, he nevertheless 
places this corrupted West in the Balkans. 

Alkohol: Sljivovica was available in stores worldwide, and it is a frequent 
item offered for illegal downloading on the Internet.34 It features 13 numbers 
recorded at three live performances – in Guča, Belgrade and Skopje (FYR 
Macedonia). In fact, the CD also includes an uncredited fourteenth last number 
entitled “Hidden song (bonus),” which (not surprisingly) turns out to be 
Kalašnjikov. Bregović described the tunes as “cheerful melodies for hard 
alcohol” (Balkanopithecus 2008), and continued: 

Some musicians are trying to copy European elements, but if we want to be 
honest, we have to say that in our music it is important that we can drink while 
we listen to it. That’s our tradition (ibid).

Featured tracks were the core of the new series of concerts performed in 
2009, announced under the title Alkohol – Šljivovica (Bregović Homepage 
[new]). Although always present as the master-of-ceremony, it is noticeable that 
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33  Interview with Bregović 2010 (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kASnQFJwNHs, 
6.00). [Accessed May 28 2013].

34 Interestingly, in Serbia it was released in late December, and sold in a cardboard sleeve 
for a rather low  price, as a part of a package offered by a telephone company – as an 
incentive to purchase a prepaid SIM card.
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Bregović himself starts to play an increasingly passive role on stage, leaving the 
playing and singing roles to the WFB, the Bulgarian female duo and the male 
soloist A. Ademović, the most recent addition to his band. The CD tracks stem 
from several sources: firstly, what he labels as traditional music (neatly credited 
as “Trad.” in the liner notes). The second source are the WB tunes in brass 
arrangements (for example, 2008 Zamisli.mp3 in its WB version, rather than his 
later collage as Parfum Paranoia), probably because of specific locations where 
live performances took place: all three cities used to belong to the former 
Yugoslavia, and the majority of the audience was arguably familiar with the WB 
repertoire and therefore more susceptible to Yugo-nostalgia. Finally, most of the 
tunes were arrangements of arrangements – tunes previously performed by 
Protopsalti, Dalaras and Aksu (see 3.3 – examples 2008 Venzinatiko.mp3 and 
2008 Tis Agapis Sou To Risko.mp3), and were now given an even stronger brass 
flavour. Some of the tunes were renamed in comparison to their “original” 
version, and often performed in different languages. 

An interesting example of Bregović’s music Balkanisation is the new 
rendition of a famous tune from the WB era, Za Esmu (example 1984 Za 
Esmu.mp3). In this new version (example 2008 Za Esmu.mp3), the most striking 
change is the 9/16 metre (subdivided into 2+2+2+3), which is in stark contrast to 
the original 4/4 metre. Besides, the 2008 version incorporates two added quotes 
from traditional music. Another interesting track is the already mentioned Gas, 
gas (by Croatian singer Severina – see 3.3), which is here listed as Gas Gas 
(Shantel vs. Bregović), implying contrast (instead of cooperation) between 
Bregović and one of the most popular DJs responsible for the popularisation of 
Balkan beat in Western European clubs (see 2.3).35

Throughout 2009, Bregović continued with his live performances. In June 
Sljivovica & Champagne was released in the U.S. An Internet article about this 
new release once again credits Bregović with a reconciliatory role (titled “Goran 
Bregovic De-Balkanizes With a Shot of ‘Alkohol’”), and continues to cite him for 
referring to the same ideas of hybrid, eclectic Balkans (see 5.1): “His intersection 
of many musical cultures is pretty much a given. ‘It’s natural for someone like 
me from a place like this,’ says Bregovic ... ‘Everything is mixed. I don’t have to 
look for any concept. It’s impossible to find anything pure there’” (Hochman 
2009 – emphasis added). This article reproduces most of the images evoked by 
Bregović himself – the exotic image of the Gypsies, presenting himself as a 
nomad (“I’m an old-fashioned traveling composer. Traveling and presenting my 
music”), references to the out-of-control Balkans (“Lots of methyl alcohol we 
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35 This song, performed by Ademović, was obviously arranged in a hurry in order to use 
the momentum of its popularity prompted by Severina. In this version, the lyrics 
(initially intended for a female singer) were uncomfortably put in second person’s form, 
for instance changing the already slightly awkward verse “Oh, how I love a man’s scent” 
into “Oh, how you love a man’s scent.” At the same time, though, politically sensitive 
verses (such as the one mentioning “Latin alphabet” in the Croatian version) were 
cautiously modified (into “Cyrillic alphabet” in the Serbian version).



have for centuries in our grains. Maybe that is partly why we are like we are”) 
and so forth (ibid. – see 5.1. and 5.2).

Bregović’s role as an exponent of the pan-Balkan musical space was once 
again acknowledged in 2010, when the first Balkan Music Awards bestowed him 
with the award for the “Overall Contribution to the Development of Balkan 
Music” (Hofman 2013). Throughout the year he continued with his world tour, 
including a performance he gave in The Hague, where his concert marked the 
official beginning of the campaign for the city to become the European Capital of 
Culture for 2018. This interesting decision, to bring a renowned Balkan 
performer to promote a European diplomatic campaign, was nevertheless met 
with vast enthusiasm by the visitors of The Hague Grote Kerk. Still exhibiting 
his role as the master-of-ceremony, Bregović effortlessly steered the event, 
commanding the audience when to clap and when to sit down. He ended his 
performance with Kalašnjikov – as if to create a final reminder of the violent 
Balkans he comes from – instructing the audience to join him in his intro cue 
“Cigani, Juriš!” [Gypsies, Charge!] but in Dutch. To an observer not caught up in 
the atmosphere of the event, this loud shout (aanvallen!) uttered by the whole 
venue, and its echo bouncing off the church walls, might have been the strongest 
impression of the evening. 

In 2010 Bregović received yet another confirmation of his position as the 
mainstream artist, when he was commissioned by the Serbian Broadcasting 
Corporation to compose and produce the song for Serbian entry at that year’s 
Eurovision Song Contest. Out of three tunes (all of which would be numerously 
recycled in his later concerts), the one that won the majority of the public’s 
voices was the one that was most explicitly “Balkan” – Ovo je Balkan [This is the 
Balkans], performed by an upcoming turbo-folk star Milan Stanković.36  The 
selection of this specific title and this specific composer to represent the country 
at the ESC was met with an ambivalent reaction by the Serbian viewership, who 
felt uncomfortable with such blatant auto-exoticising (cf. Dumnić 2012). 
Composed in the style of Balkan beat (see 2.3), as a conglomerate of rapping and 
brass backbeat, hip-hop and traditional dancing, youth vernacular and folksy 
singing, it promised to reach higher than the 8th place, where it ended in the 
final ranking. Nevertheless, the song was, as it would be expected, picked up by 
Bregović and now constitutes a part of his core repertoire (such was the case at 
The Hague performance in 2010), performed towards the end of the concert in 
Spanish translation (as Balkañeros). 

Ever involved in continuous reusing of his previous music, one of 
Bregović’s latest projects is the rearrangement of his Queen Margot soundtrack, 
which he transformed again, this time into a theatrical piece entitled Margot, 
Diary of an Unhappy Queen. The plot of Margot is recontextualised and 
intertwined with a pained narrative about the war in Bosnia, Bregović using his 
music (as in many earlier projects) to comment on the recent political history of 
the Balkans. As was the case with Karmen, the libretto for Margot is available on 
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36  The live performance in Oslo is available at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=4xKeYFkB9Pw [Accessed May 28 2013].
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his website.37 He also resumed his collaboration with Zdravko Čolić, by co-
performing a song Manijači (Maniacs, also a pun on the word mariachi) on the 
latter’s 2010 release. Apparently musically original, the intertextual aspect is 
nevertheless created by referring to a well-known pop music reference, as the 
video overtly reworks Paul Simon’s 1986 hit You can call me Al.38 That same year 
he renamed the upcoming second part of his double CD to Champagne For 
Gypsies,39 thereby effectively reconfirming Gypsies one of his pillar themes (next 
to the Balkans), but also “Gypsifying” champagne – reinscribing it with its initial 
meaning of luxury, affording it to Gypsies, the unlikely champagne consumers. 
In another interview he explained that he had considered transforming what he 
referred to as his Violin Concerto into the Champagne section of the CD, but in 
the meantime changed his mind because the Concerto underachieved in 
generating a drinking atmosphere: 

The initial idea of [Alkohol] was for its second part to be a violin concerto that I 
was commissioned to compose two years ago, Three Letters [to Three Prophets, 
performed with Absolute Ensemble, mentioned above]. It is a very nice concerto, I 
recorded it in live performance ... And then, in concert, it seemed very nice. But 
afterwards, when I listened to it [I wondered]: who would drink to this record? I 
wouldn’t.40 

As a post-2010 coda to the review of Bregović’s career, it should be 
mentioned that Champagne For Gypsies was released in late 2012, emphatically 
promoting Roma musicians (featuring as guest lead singers). In the liner notes 
Bregović reiterates his engaged political stance by positioning the release “in 
reaction to the extreme pressure that Gypsies (Roma) have been experiencing 
lately across Europe.” Conceptualised (like his other projects) with a specific 
underlining, this one brings together Gypsy (and Traveller) guest singers, 
accompanied by the WFB. 
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37 Both librettos (in several languages) are available on Bregović’s homepage (Bregović 
Homepage [new]) [Accessed October 4 2013]. 

38  The official video is available here (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W-
q0NNmBhOo) [Accessed May 28 2013].

39  Bregović in a 2010 interview (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sJcQnkNJMzA, 
5.00) [Accessed May 28 2013]. 

40  Bregović in a 2012 interview (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM, 
38.00) [Accessed May 28 2013]. 
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Figure 3.7. Cover of Champagne For Gypsies41

Although locating himself outside the Gypsy community when praising 
their qualities and “raising a toast” to their extraordinary musical talents, 
Bregović’s visual representation yet again perpetuates many of the familiar 
stereotypes, employed here to facilitate his awkward transformation into an 
exoticised Gypsy. The three photos in the liner notes show the artist in different 
aspects of his metamorphosis, digitally altered so as to leave an impression of 
the musician’s dark complexion. The two outer images (see Figure 3.7) underline 
the presumed pretentiousness of the Gypsies, embodied in elaborate jewellery, 
rings and watch, extravagant dark-violet felt suit in one photo and his already 
omnipresent show-off white suit in the other. In the two photos he is holding a 
bottle of sparkling wine and two tall glasses. These images are brought to yet 
another transformative level in the middle section of the CD supplement, 
spatially occupying the central (and twice as large) space in the booklet. In this 
image, Bregović is pouring champagne over his head, apparently in full 
abandon, against a colourful (digitally inserted) background. The core message 
of the whole release is made explicit in a large subtitle in bright red letters 
stressing what was already stated on Bregović’s website: If you don’t go crazy, 
you’re not normal. 

Musically, this CD offers yet another medley of recycled WB tunes and 
Bregović’s recent hits (such as the tunes he produced for the Serbian Eurovision 
Contest, as mentioned previously). The first promotional tracks were already 
released in early 2012, with Bregović reusing one of the two tunes that were 
unselected for the 2010 Eurovision. As was the case with This is the Balkans 
turning into Balkañeros, the tune Predsedniče, Alo similarly became Presidente, 
featuring no other than the Gypsy Kings.42  This collaboration of the biggest 
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41 Courtesy of Universal Music Group. 

42  The official video for Presidente is available at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=qzzVLhS1GC4 [Accessed May 28 2013]. 
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Balkan composer (see 5.1) and the quintessential, first megastar Roma musicians 
arguably marks the final stage in the merger of two conjoined niches in world 
music (Balkan and Roma). The fact that the most popular Gypsy musicians now 
subscribe to Bregović’s version of Gypsy music is indicative of his current 
popularity, as well as the representative power of his music. 
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4. “Balkan” Music of Goran Bregović

As mentioned in the previous chapter, all Bregović’s releases feature him 
prominently on CD covers, benefiting from the “Balkan music composer” label 
he already achieved (see 5.1). Therefore it is possible to analyse tunes signed by 
Bregović in order to discover what music features are marketed (and hence per-
ceived by his presumably under-informed international audiences) as “Balkan.” 
This methodological approach is further helped by the fact that many of the 
same tunes have been rearranged for different sets of performers, offering an in-
sight into Bregović’s recycling and collage techniques at their peak (see 4.2). 
Since Bregović is marketed and perceived as the Balkan composer, his music 
must hence by definition be Balkan music. This tautological statement can be 
discerned in the background of most of the comments on his music: Whatever 
Bregović plays, must be Balkan music, or rather, it is Balkan music because Bre-
gović plays it, or even: it becomes Balkan music in the process of him performing 
it. Bregović is aware of his role in creating the commercial version of Balkan mu-
sic, and matches his productions with what the audience expects Balkan music 
to sound like (see 5.3). By doing so, he takes part in the “dialectic of reinforce-
ment by which the experiences in reality are determined” by previous experi-
ences (Said 2003 [1978]: 94). These experiences and preconceptions are in turn 
contingent on the preexisting image of the Balkans outside the Balkans, dis-
cussed in Chapter 2. 

As will be elaborated in 4.2, Bregović is often criticised in ex-Yugoslav pub-
lic and academic discourses for misrepresenting domestic music (and the region 
in general) and offering the audience its simplified, trivialised and exoticised 
version. In these accounts, he is described as a “reseller and a re-teller of the local 
culture and colour” (Trifković n.d.). In contrast, within the discourse constructed 
to appeal to international audiences as his main post-White Button target group, 
he is praised as someone who promotes Balkan cultures and revives their rich 
musical heritage. The inherent contradiction in this duplicitous position is illus-
trated by his meeting with the Bulgarian minister of foreign affairs in 2003, when 
he was presented with a real Kalashnikov rifle, but at the same time praised as 
someone who brings the message of peace and fills the gap of ignorance about 
other cultures in the region. He was constructed simultaneously as the exponent 
of the wild, stereotypical Balkans and as someone who promotes their contem-
porary multicultural, even pro-European image. His visit was described in the 
media commenting that “[b]y filling this great void, [Kalashnikov-adorned Bre-
gović] is giving a chance to an option that leads towards peace in the Balkans” 
(Kalašnjikov 2003). 
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This chapter utilises three different approaches to analysing Bregović’s 
music. After the introduction (4.1), proposing a theoretical framework for the 
international environment in which Bregović’s music is consumed, in 4.2. his 
main compositional techniques – collage and recycling – are discussed. These 
techniques are examined as some of the most prominent features of postmodern 
art, challenging some of the core issues such as authenticity and authorship. His 
incessant recycling demonstrates the typical postmodern substitution of the 
original with its many copies, in other words the hyperreality which manufac-
tures the intensified (or, in Bregović’s words, “hypothetical” – see 5.1) version of 
the real. This sub-chapter goes into details of Bregović’s collage/recycling 
mechanism to show the creation of Balkanised sound. The following sub-chapter 
(4.3) delves into a more conventional music analysis in order to show sound fea-
tures of Bregović’s Balkan music, and focuses on selected examples with respect 
to their music characteristics: tonal and rhythmic structure, instrumentation, 
form and so on. The assumption underlying this section of the analysis is that his 
later pieces have more pronounced Balkan music characteristics, unlike his ear-
lier rock and pop pieces, as testified by the Balkan label associated with his mu-
sic in the international market. The perceived and documented change will ar-
guably reveal what is internationally marketed and consumed as “Balkan” in 
Bregović’s music. The final sub-chapter (4.4) brings the discussion to another 
field, of a neo-Darwinian approach to cultural evolution known as memetics. It 
uses this relatively new model (see 1.2) heuristically, as a thought experiment 
intended to offer an additional view of the ongoing recycling and replication of 
Bregović’s motives, both by him and by others who wish to evoke the “Balkan” 
sound. 

4.1. On Postmodernity of Bregović’s Music
Many authors see transnational commodified world music as an exem-

plary postmodern phenomenon, claiming that studies on postmodernism and 
postmodernist art can bring to light some of the relevant features of contempo-
rary world music (on the applicability of the postmodernist paradigm on world 
music, see Taylor 1997: 202-204). It can especially be applied to music of Goran 
Bregović, whose main compositional technique can be related to the typically 
postmodern “aesthetic of the fragment” (Connor 1989: 186) and the merging of 
popular and “serious” art forms (Mitchell 1989: 284). Even Bregović himself re-
fers to postmodern art when he comments on his opera Karmen, and explains 
why he decided to place a moustache on Cupids (see 3.4). His foremost post-
modern trait is his inclination towards collage, which is discussed in the next 
section (see 4.2).

Theoretical tools stemming from studies on postmodernity have only spo-
radically been applied to popular music, although popular music (and, by exten-
sion, world music) has “exhibited some of the clearest features of postmodern 
performance, production and consumption” (Mitchell 1989: 274). Connor like-
wise emphasises the relevance of popular music for theories of postmodernity 
when he states that the ways popular music is “taken up, dispersed and distrib-
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uted provide a way of understanding the contemporary conditions with which a 
theory of postmodern culture has to deal” (Connor 1989: 149; see also Lipsitz 
1986-1987). Indeed, many of the circumstances surrounding and influencing con-
temporary world music – such as commodification of difference, role of repre-
sentation, and globalisation – make it a characteristic postmodern phenomenon. 

An often-discussed issue of postmodernity is the turning of reality into 
image. The fading of the real and replacement of real experiences by representa-
tions (often brought by mass media, reflected in Appadurai’s concept of medi-
ascape – 1996: 35), is also a point of concern for Baudrillard, who gloomily pre-
dicted that nothing can resist the conversion of reality into empty signs (1994 
[1981]), and Jameson, who lamented depth “replaced by surface, or by multiple 
surfaces” (1991 [1984]: 62). Jameson characterises the postmodern condition of 
contemporary culture as a framework which is entirely applicable to Bregović’s 
compositions: 

play of signifiers ... which no longer produces monumental works of the modern-
ist type, but ceaselessly reshuffles the fragments of preexistent texts, the building 
blocks of older cultural and social production, in some new and heightened brico-
lage: metabooks which cannibalize other books, metatexts which collate bits of 
other texts (quoted in Connor 1989: 47). 

A decade and a half later, the transformation of reality into image is taken 
as complete, and Erlmann writes of images having become basic units of culture: 
“in the new global culture, it is things and increasingly also images – designed, 
produced, and marketed to represent an experience – that become the basic, uni-
versally valid units of culture” (1996: 478). One of the consequences of this state, 
prominently called simulacrum by Baudrillard, is a compensatory attempt to 
manufacture the real, and subsequently “the cult of immediate experience, of 
raw, intense reality” which is, warns Connor, “not the contradiction of the re-
gime of the simulacrum, but its simulated effect” (1989: 56). The contemporary 
consumers’ search for the real, authentic, unmediated experience is evident in 
the popularity of music styles such as Balkan beat (see 2.3), where the audience 
is expected (and welcome) to lose themselves in the raw reality of the wild Bal-
kans. Taylor confirms that “consumers at the traditional metropoles look toward 
the former margins for anything real, rather than the produced” (1997: 22). 

The fading of the real, in Baudrillard’s words, results in “a panic-stricken 
production of the real and the referential” (1994 [1981]: 7) and a consequent crea-
tion not of ‘unreality’ but of “manufactured objects and experiences which at-
tempt to be more real than reality itself” (Connor 1989: 56-57), or the hyperreal. 
This is exactly what Bregović’s music offers: rather than bringing the music of 
the real Balkans to his audience, he compiles a condensed version which he calls 
the music of the hypothetical, invented Balkans and markets it as more Balkan 
than the Balkans themselves (see 5.1). Bregović’s hypothetical Balkans entirely 
reflect Baudrillard’s thoughts on hyperreality – the real which is “ceaselessly 
manufactured as an intensified version of itself” (ibid: 150-151). 
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The incessant reproduction of the real and the ongoing replication of im-
ages produced by the simulacrum brings what Jameson describes as the state of 
perpetual present. In a world where there are only images there can be no origi-
nal, no chronology, no past, no hierarchy, no authenticity, no authorship. Dis-
cussing Jameson, Connor stresses that this fading of sense of history is one of the 
key features of postmodern society, and continues to state that “our contempo-
rary social system has lost its capacity to know its own past, has begun to live in 
‘a perpetual present’ without depth, definition, or secure identity” (ibid: 44-45).

Not unlike the need to re-produce the real, the fading of historicity results 
in the renewed willingness to engage with different (constructed) pasts. It leads 
to nostalgia for the real (Erlmann 1996: 483), to glorifying and manufacturing the 
past in the cultural sphere, a past which is compiled like a patchwork of bits of 
reconstructed history. According to Jameson, we importantly seek the historical 
past through pop images and stereotypes about the past (2000 [1988]: 287), 
speaking through “masks and voices stored up in the imaginary museum of a 
now global culture” (Jameson 1991 [1984]: 65-66). 

In architecture, which was a model for some of the first analyses of post-
modernism, the inclination towards past styles was defined as revivalism, which 
could take the extent of “wholesale historical simulations” (Connor 1989: 74). 
The notion of revivalism is of particular importance for cultural products based 
on reconstructing spatial/temporal differences such as world music, which recy-
cles (recreates) the past and offers it to the contemporary past-less society (see 
next section on related techniques of pastiche and recycling). Connor describes 
postmodern society in a way which also reflects Bregović’s music patchworks, as 
bringing 

a culture of multiple styles, which are combined, set against each other, rotated 
and regenerated in a furious polyphony of decontextualized voices. This brings 
about a flattening of the sense of historical origins, so that what are circulated in 
this art of pastiche are not only stylistic individualities, but also dislocated histo-
ries (ibid: 176).

A well-discussed trait of postmodernity, which is likewise of crucial rele-
vance to world music, is the commodification of culture. Lipsitz links it directly 
to globalised capitalism which facilitated the marketing of cultural objects to 
mass audiences “unconcerned with the organic roots of the cultural artifacts they 
consumed” (1986-1987: 158; see also Erlmann 1996). Connor gives a more de-
tailed account of the process of commodification, and notes that “the cycle of in-
clusion, in which new forms and energies are incorporated, tamed and recycled 
as commodities, has accelerated unimaginably, to the point where authentic 
‘originality’ and commercial ‘exploitation’ are hard to distinguish” (1989: 185). 
The process of “taming” especially refers to all differences which are subjected to 
the commodification and thereby transformed into their safe, consumable ver-
sions. 
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Another prominent feature of postmodernity, in itself the result of late 
capitalism, is the dissolution of the border between high and mass culture 
(Jameson 1991 [1984]: 54). Indeed, Bregović constructs his music as anti-elitist, 
opposed to the superculture (Slobin 1993) embodied in forms such as opera. As 
already noted, in concerts he sometimes interrupts the performance, either be-
cause the audience is clapping or cheering, or because he appears not to like how 
it sounds. However, what at first seems like an act of a highly nonconformist and 
individual spirit, gains a different meaning when it is repeated in various per-
formances. Instead, it turns into a marketing trick which obviously works: 

He was singing, and explained first that this song is performed originally by Iggy 
Pop,  and then at some point he forgot the lyrics, and had to go back to the begin-
ning of the strophe. Now, just think about it: if this was an opera, the singer would 
have been humiliated, and probably the audience would be throwing eggs at him. 
Instead, Goran’s glitch was faced with applause. Now, whether this was a real 
glitch, or well prepared trick to make the public closer,  that we wouldn’t know. In 
any case, it was successful (Markovski 2008). 

Bregović’s postmodernist attempts at “high” forms parody and decon-
struct the form itself: such is the case with Karmen, which he refers to as an “anti-
opera” (Pantelić 2006). He claims that he prefers “a gypsy brass band, even if out 
of tune, than a ‘Madame Butterfly’ imprisoned by the routine” (Fabretti n.d.), 
and adds: 

You know, there are always those who think that a [typical] Serb needs to go to the 
theatre. And why would everybody want to go to the theatre? ... In last week’s 
Newsweek there is an article about the influence of Balkan music on current pop 
music. This is the first time in history that something of ours influences the 
world’s popular culture.  In Serbia one probably thinks that everybody should lis-
ten to Brahms and do ballet dancing, but we cannot offer copies of Brahms and 
Shostakovich to the world, because they have those in original (Pantelić 2007). 

Another salient feature of postmodernity that has an impact on Bregović’s 
international presence is praising the peripheral and local, which is evident in 
the composer’s prominent (and notorious) tapping into the traditional musics of 
the region, a point of dispute since the early days of the White Button (see 3.1). 
As mentioned at the beginning of Chapter 3, the important shift of visibility 
(Slobin 1993) of his music and subsequent change of his target audience enabled 
the proliferation of his rearrangements; it also influenced the nature of his pro-
jects, as well as the discourse he embeds his statements in. Still, as stated above, 
in his early interviews it is already possible to discern the threads that anticipate 
his current claims. 

Using both rock and traditional music sources made Bregović an easy tar-
get for almost everybody, as he was criticised both for being too modern and too 
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traditional. At the same time, that same fusion was a main reason for the band’s 
huge success (Vitas 2006: 15). Đurković elaborates: 

Bregović was the first one to understand this unfortunate division between the 
elite and the people, as well as the tragic fact that in our country western popular 
(therefore folk) music was imposed as elite. He tried to overcome it with the 
[White] Button. Bregović simply understood that everything that intends to be 
original in these areas, to be interesting and also understandable, has to be made 
as a kind of reworking of already existing popular, ethnic, folklore elements. This 
principle was even more radical in art and popular culture. Bregović and the 
[White] Button were the first ones who, by mixing it with folk heritage, adjusted 
rock and roll and made it available to that same folk. They transformed it from an 
intellectual, elitist and a rather claustrophobic form based on mere copying of 
western models, and turned it into real popular music available to millions. ... 
[T]heir music originality was based on the only form of originality that was possi-
ble here: eclecticism stemming from uniting genres popular in the world and do-
mestic folklore elements. Whichever form they overtook in any single moment – 
hard ‘n’ heavy sound of [Deep] Purple and [Led] Zeppelin, new wave, classical 
pop-rock mainstream – they always found a way to integrate it and colour it with 
local atmosphere and Balkan spirit (2005).

Having been exposed to folk music since childhood, and having played 
newly-composed folk music in kafanas before founding the White Button (see 
2.2.1), Bregović had a solid basis he tapped into in his later years. Vitas impor-
tantly claims that his knowledge of folk music was of a second-hand nature, in 
other words that he was not familiar with rural music practices themselves, but 
rather with their derivates offered by the newly-composed folk music (2006: 18). 
In this way, from the very beginning he was in a position to offer a version of tra-
ditional music, a copy rather than the original, something that sounded  like tradi-
tional music rather than traditional music itself. This skill would become his 
main compositional technique in his later career. 

In the post-communist period of SFRY, Bregović was retroactively held re-
sponsible for the unwanted fusion of folk and pop music into the ill-reputed 
turbo-folk (see 2.2.1), which however did not seem to pose any problem for him. 
In the postmodernist vein discussed above, he clearly posits turbo-folk and other 
folk-derived music against elitist music forms imposed from the top (such as op-
era), claiming that the former is the only genuinely authentic music practice, 
whereas the latter is “traumatic”: 

A few days ago in an interview you criticised the opera form, glorifying turbofolk. Isn’t 
that too much, even from you? 
No, it’s not. It would be great if I could have leant on our rich opera tradition, on 
our rich tradition of symphonic music.  ...  But to be honest, art is hardly made from 
scratch. A logical method of any composer is to start from tradition. It is the most 
logical and the most usual method, really. ...
Can one expect you to make a newly-composed folk music record?
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Well, that is what I’ve been trying to do my whole life. That is how I imagine real 
folk music. How should I put it ... Maybe somebody really thinks we have some-
thing better than that turbo-folk. I, honestly, do not see anything better than that. 
Some people criticise me, they say I am the founder, that turbo-folk started from 
me. If you ask me honestly: I got an honorary doctorate title this year, and if I 
would have to choose whether to be remembered for my honorary doctorate in 
music ... or for the fact that I am the founder of turbo-folk, without a second 
thought I would choose to be the founder of turbo-folk (Pećanin n.d.). 

I grew up [listening to] the worst possible music.  I don’t know why they would 
say here that folk music is the worst, whereas that is the best fun. Try going to the 
opera, and see if it is more interesting. I find opera traumatic ... The only authentic 
thing around here is turbo-folk (R.S. 2005).

It was not until the post-White Button era that Bregović had real freedom 
to utilise his motives in new combinations without any reference to their original 
version. These “natural Frankensteins” (Popović 1996), as he dubbed them, 
gained him vast local popularity in Greece, Turkey, Poland and other countries 
of Southeast and Central Europe. Within the Balkans, he is an exemplary case of 
intraregional music exchange discussed in 2.2.2, and is in fact credited as one of 
its main contributors (Sugarman 2006: 75). He opposes the concept of ethnic-
national music, imposed today in the countries of the former Yugoslavia, opting 
instead for a meta-Yugoslav sound (which was also anticipated by his declared 
support to the SFRY official policy encompassing all “nations and nationalities” 
and their cultures – see 3.1). Instead, he claims that “[l]ooking for differences in 
one language, the Serb-Croatian, is absurd. And so it is in the music. Our people 
have always been good neighbours, they have similar cultures and traditions” 
(Fabretti n.d.). He praises the multivocal and hybrid by repeatedly invoking his 
Frankenstein analogy, sometimes even at the expense of his “own” culture: 

I’m afraid that what I will say is a blasphemy, but there is not much originality in 
our folklore.  We are surrounded by big musics: Hungarian, Albanian, Italian, Bul-
garian, Romanian, Greek, and our music is mainly a Frankenstein of these differ-
ent influences (Grujić and Nikčević 2012).

The word Frankenstein will mean an entirely different thing in the 21st century. In 
the 20th century it was a name denoting an organism compiled from different 
parts, representing a hideous monster. In the 21st century, Frankenstein will 
probably mean something beautiful. It is obvious that the future of this world will 
be in the combination from different parts. Some of these parts will be ours, of 
course.1

Bregović’s version of Balkan music is exactly that: a hybrid structure con-
sisting of excerpts coming from different styles and different sources where eve-
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rybody can recognise something of “their own.” His ongoing recycling adds an-
other level to recognising “their own”: Due to ever-rearranged tunes, his music 
sounds familiar to many local audiences. In this way, Bregović’s music embodies 
Bhabha’s (1994) concept of hybridity, especially stemming from the liminal posi-
tion intrinsic to the Balkans (see 2.1.2). MacRobbie argues the same, seeing “radi-
cal possibilities for the construction of new, fictional identities by means of the 
invocation of multiple texts and images” (quoted in Connor 1989: 188). Eclecti-
cism, revivalism, irony, reversal of binaries – all praised by postmodernity – are 
exceptionally well accepted among the increasing diaspora communities all over 
the world. Migrants are marked by their struggle to renegotiate their identities 
and reinvent themselves in their new environments, and contemporary culture 
(and especially music) gives them plenty of ways to express the plurality of their 
identity. Manuel elaborates: 

Migrants thus often find themselves in the position of fashioning a new sort of 
eclectic social identity by a set of aesthetic, ideological and political choices and 
rearticulations ... Thus, the migrant’s sense of rootlessness and dislocation,  the 
natural tendency towards artistic bricolage, and the arbitrariness of some of the 
socio-aesthetic choices made lend much of diaspora expression a natural affinity 
toward the postmodern (Manuel 1995: 234-235).

Almost four decades of Bregović’s career show multiple strategies in nego-
tiating his border identity, which fits well with the contemporary critique of 
postcoloniality that welcomes voices of the margin, of the peripheral, of the hy-
brid (Bhabha 1994, Soja 1996; see also Taylor 2007). However, dialectic rethinking 
of the world music phenomenon, oscillating between the anxious and celebra-
tory narratives (Feld 2000b: 152-153), struggles with the view that world music is 
a locus of empowerment. Although Bhabha conceived his alternative “third 
space” as a “new area of meaning and representation” (1994: 211), some later 
views problematise its applicability to the contemporary reality of globalised 
music corporations, and criticise the neocolonial transformation of the hybrid 
text into an exotic object: 

[B]ecause of the prevalence of the marketing and journalistic hybridity discourses 
and the chauvinistic practices of the music industry,  a hybrid cultural form of this 
third space frequently finds itself in an all-to-familiar opposition as the subordi-
nate part of a dominant-subordinate binary ... The “hybrid” can be recoded as 
“authentic,” finding itself back in the “savage slot” (Taylor 2007: 145).

[I]t is now demonstrably true that the hybridities perceived in popular cultural 
forms in this moment constitute merely another way that people in so-called de-
veloped countries perceive cultural forms from their Elsewheres,  and construct 
them discursively. Hybridity has become, or perhaps always was, simply another 
form of difference,  another subordinate category into which Others and their cul-
tural forms can be put, another form of authenticity, another way that musics by 
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people from western Elsewheres are relegated to the world music category and 
denied access to the more prestigious category of rock (ibid: 160).

In other words, the emancipation of the margins does not necessarily em-
power and generate resistance; it can also result in mere internalizing of the 
marginal role. Resistance thus becomes part of the system, instead of its subver-
sion (likewise Bregović’s engaging with Balkan stereotypes – see 2.1.4 and 5.1). 
All differences and contradictions are absorbed, all threatening images of the 
Other tamed and repacked into a consumable product, and the centre still oper-
ates as a centre, “filing away any divergences into a system of codes whose 
meaning, both semantically and territorially, it continues to administer by exclu-
sive right” (Richard, quoted in Connor 1989: 235). Contemporary globalised so-
ciety offers a plethora of musics that serve to underline the system’s declared 
cultural pluralism, without any real danger to that system. As stressed through-
out this study, Bregović’s music fits right into this role by providing an exotic 
product to meet the need of the global market for commodities labelled as local. 

In the field of cultural production, such a condition results in the “new 
form of colonialism” (Spivak, quoted in ibid: 235), which is in line with the neo-
colonialist interpretation within Balkan studies of the political position of Euro-
pean margins (see 2.1.2). Erlmann challenges the idea “that diversity by defini-
tion subverts homogeneity” and continues to refer specifically to world music: “I 
dispute the notion that certain forms of world music are to be seen as an antidote 
to the venom of Western consumer culture and cultural imperialism” (1996: 469). 
On the contrary, he claims that the purpose of world music on the Western music 
market is to negotiate ideologies of difference, while in contemporary society 
“difference itself becomes the signified” (ibid:. 483). In that interpretation, Bre-
gović’s music can be seen as pure play with stereotypes, as nothing but a two-
dimensional commodity signifying difference for the Western European market, 
and thereby building up the allure of a post-national, globalised utopia. At the 
same time, the increase in proliferation of subaltern voices is met by the in-
creased interest from Western consumers: 

Of course consumers of post-colonial cultural artifacts have many different moti-
vations. A search for novelty,  boredom with familiar paradigms, and traditional 
European and American practices of fascination with (but not respect for) the “ex-
otic” also account for the recent “emergence” of post-colonial art in Western con-
sciousness (Lipsitz 1994: 30).

Like in the case of most of the styles commodified and sold as world mu-
sic, Bregović’s music (and Balkan music in general) is represented in a complex 
interplay between authenticity and hybridity (Stokes 2004, Taylor 1997: 21-28; 
Taylor 2007: 140-146). As music migrates and reaches new audiences, the ways 
and reasons to negotiate its authenticity also transform. In contrast to being so 
obviously new and contemporary, Bregović’s music is nevertheless appreciated 
for its authenticity, understood as (perceived) sincerity, integrity or ability to 
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convey “true” emotions, rather than purity of origin. Moore’s (2002) distinction 
among different types of (acquiring) authenticity in music enables a clearer in-
sight into the Balkan music scene (Bregović included). What he (2002: 214) refers 
to as “first person authenticity” (happening when the performer “succeeds in 
conveying the impression that his/her utterance is one of integrity”) provides a 
solution to the paradox of Bregović’s music being perceived as both authentic 
and profoundly mixed. According to this view, Balkan music can be authentic 
and at the same time hybridised, as long as its performers are conceived (and 
perceived) as genuine. Since the performers’ legitimacy is ensured by firmly an-
choring the related discourse within the Balkanist paradigm (see 2.1), the sound 
can be both old and new, pure and hybridised. Consequently, concludes Moore, 

[A]uthenticity does not inhere in any combination of musical sounds. “Authentic-
ity” is a matter of interpretation which is made and fought for from within a cul-
tural and, thus, historicised position. It is ascribed, not inscribed. ...  Whether a per-
formance is authentic, then, depends on who “we” are ... it is a construction made 
on the act of listening (2002: 210). 

This statement helps understand how Bregović benefits from being care-
fully contextualised as the Balkan music composer, and marketed as a “genuine” 
representative of his region: his statements and actions are supposed to validate 
his music as authentic by contextualising it as the genuine sound of the Balkans, 
constructed as the blurry, mongrel (hence hybrid, and hence authentic) border-
land (see 5.1). This is in line with the usage of “authenticity” proposed by Stokes 
(a discursive trope working as an identity marker – 1997b: 6-7), and by Frith (a 
redescription of the exotic – 2000: 308). Bregović’s authenticity stems from and is 
legitimised by (or is at least related to) the authenticity of newly-composed folk 
music (see 2.2.1), which likewise concerns the point of reception rather than pro-
duction, ensuring “that you somehow mean what you say” (Fornas, quoted in 
Rasmussen 1995: 249). 

Similar thoughts are put forward by Bruner, who dismisses the discussion 
of authenticity as “essentialist vocabulary of original and copies, of the authentic 
and inauthentic” (1994: 409); in one of its meanings, authenticity is equalised 
with verisimilitude; it means to be “credible and convincing ... believable ... to 
achieve mimetic credibility” (ibid: 399). In that sense, Bregović’s hypothetical, 
invented Balkans (discussed in 5.1) acquire an additional meaning, as their pur-
pose is to create a believable, rather than accurate, version of the region.2 At the 
moment when authenticity ceases to mean “genuine” and turns into “credible,” 
the discussion of purity of origin loses relevance and becomes the state of post-
modern hyperreality as discussed by Baudrillard. In that same moment, looking 
for authenticity becomes the first sign of inauthenticity (which turns into mean-
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ing “not exotic enough, too exotic, commercial, unoriginal, politically incorrect, 
irrelevant, or bad” – Tomić 2002: 316). 

In his discussion on world music, Taylor therefore proposes a crucial re-
working of the hybridity concept by reinscribing its meaning as a new kind of 
authenticity, which is a notion with substantial currency in the transnational mu-
sic market: 

It appears, in other words, that world musicians may not be expected to be 
authentic anymore in the sense of being untouched by the sounds of the West; 
now it is their very hybridity that allows them to be constructed as authentic (Tay-
lor 1997: 144). 

Bregović’s curatorial (Taylor 2007: 206-207) role in claiming his music in 
order to authenticate it as Balkan is obvious in his actions as a band leader, espe-
cially in a concert environment. Always present on the stage (although some-
times not even playing or singing), he is there to conduct the band and define 
the event as Balkan. He sometimes takes his leading role to another level; such is 
the case when he conducts the audience, or when he adopts the idiom of a clas-
sical music concert by instructing the audience to be quiet and listen while he 
performs (Dedić-Milojević 2006: 58; Covington 2008); or when he stops the per-
formance and requests that the ensemble starts again, as he is apparently not sat-
isfied with how it sounds. Similarly, and related to his curatorial role, he consid-
ers the authorship over the tunes he performs very important. At the same time, 
some of his most popular tunes (such as Mesečina, Kalašnjikov and Ederlezi) are 
performed, in his absence, by numerous ensembles around the world, whenever 
the Balkan label (or in fact extra-European, such as with the Borat soundtrack – 
see 3.2) needs to be evoked with a handful of musical tokens.

Bregović’s (assumed and carefully maintained) marginal position is evi-
dent from claims such as the one that music like his can be seen as a response to, 
or rebellion against the MTV-style pop machinery (Wywiad z Bregovićem, n.d.). 
In a press conference in Vienna in 2001, he elaborated: 

I like this idea to be a local artist. ...  I believe that it’s nice to be local so that some 
of my songs are sung in Polish maybe, even as traditional, one day in the wed-
dings in a hundred years. It’s not going to happen with a lot of this Anglo-Saxon 
music. O.K. we'll have them on the top charts this week but then we'll forget them 
next year. But I believe if you really want to participate in somebody's culture it 
has to be local, it has to be translated, it has to be adopted somehow. And I did a 
very Polish record in Poland and a very Turkish record in Turkey, because I 
worked with very talented people. So whatever they touched it started to be Pol-
ish, Turkish, Greek... If you will give me some Strauss stuff, it would sound very 
Gypsy, when I’ll have touched it (Mijatović 2002: 49-50).
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By managing to “meaningfully articulate the local” at the global music 
scene (Rasmussen 2007: 87), Bregović fills the demand in the world music mar-
ket by providing a “small” music that does not conform to the mainstream. 
While emphasising that his music is “anti-MTV,” he is tacitly smoothing over the 
fact that his very existence in the international market, the very definition of 
world music implies its commodification in the same way as mainstream music. 
He uses the (postcolonial, postmodern) interest in local cultures facilitated by 
globalisation to create a niche and additionally promote Balkan music. However, 
instead of praising its value and virtue in comparison with the globalised world, 
he sometimes perpetuates the internalised inferior position intrinsic to Balkanist 
discourse and constructs peripheral music as simple and underdeveloped in 
comparison with central, complex and developed practices: 

It is a small music that is at the edge of contemporary music, at least how I imag-
ine it. By definition it has to be closely pasted to a tradition which I am somehow 
trying to fit into this complex structure of the modern world. [My new release] is 
something in between, something between the unpretentious form of simple tunes 
intended for weddings and funerals, and [complex] structures intended for sym-
phonic orchestra. I think that contemporary music is somehow located between 
these two rather incompatible things (Kovačević 2002).

In some interviews he directly refers to the congenital deficiency of his 
Balkan origin, like for instance when he refers to the “smell of the Balkans ... It’s 
not [a] territory where you want your kids to be born. It’s difficult to love these 
countries.”3 In others, though, he adopts the expected stance of a local artist who 
prioritises the projected values of the marginal over the lack of values of the cen-
tral: 

We are somehow ... how should I put it ... small,  pathetic. We are always ashamed 
... We are always hiding, we would always like to be sophisticated,  to have a dif-
ferent origin. But we don’t. This origin is beautiful and we don’t need any other. 
You know, if I should be acclaimed for anything, it should be for making us not 
ashamed for what we have.  There are so many beauties there.  That music can be 
put in any other context, and it will always sound dignified and beautiful (Nikce-
vich 1995). 

This friction between small and big, marginal and central, and all other 
binaries evoked by Bregović, is well noted in scholarly literature. The mecha-
nism of constructing the Other in relation to the Self is thoroughly discussed 
within the framework of postcolonial studies. Baudrillard’s often-quoted pas-
sage about dichotomies underlines the mutual dependence of the two: “It is al-
ways a question of proving the real by the imaginary, proving truth by scandal, 
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proving the law by transgression, proving work by the strike, proving the sys-
tem by crisis and capital by revolution” (1983 [1981]: unpaginated). In the same 
way, the Self is proved by the Other (“The other that I define is, precisely, the 
other that can be defined by me; one might say that such an other is proper to 
me” – Kramer 2002: 182), and this is where world music’s significance is re-
vealed: its purpose is to offer a safe version of diversity which is intrinsic to 
(mainly Western) international audiences, otherness that complements the self. 
Accordingly, it is argued here that Goran Bregović reinforces Western  European 
cultural and societal values by providing a safe (musical) counterpoint. In the 
same way Balkan artists perpetuate existing Balkan stereotypes – even when at-
tempting to subvert or ironise them (see 2.3) – Bregović constructs a self-
exoticised version of the Balkans in order to meet international audiences’ expec-
tations (see 5.3). 

Bregović takes Balkan music and turns it into a product to sell to non-
Balkan audiences. He is well aware of the effects of globalisation on local cul-
tures, especially on commodification of culture and increased exposure to the 
globalised market. He frequently reflects in his interviews on the fact that “when 
you watch TV you’d say that we were never as colonised by the West as we are 
now. But, believe me that the Western culture has never been under greater in-
fluence of small cultures than it is now. I know this from personal examples of 
my music” (Mičeta 1999; see also Alempijević 2002). In the same interview, he 
assumes a similar anti-globalist attitude (which seems somewhat naive when 
contrasted with Taylor’s thoughts quoted above – 2007: 145): 

At the end of the millennium a difference between elite culture and subculture 
almost vanishes.  The best that remains in culture at the end of the millennium is 
what comes from the subculture. Culture is crucially related to politics and there 
are fewer and fewer people who want to deal with it.  But once you enter the sub-
culture, everything is possible. At least that’s how it seems to me, and I think that 
is how things are developing. ... 
There are people who listen to my music and think that it is good. It is not MTV 
stuff, but I have audiences all around the world. There are millions of people who 
don’t want to listen to MTV and who are tired of it, who are not entertained by it 
anymore, and who would buy even weirder things than those I play (Mičeta 1999).

Summarising the preceding discussion, it should be stressed that giving 
voice to the Other problematises one of the key points of both postcolonial stud-
ies and theories of postmodernity, namely the reversal of centres and peripher-
ies. Instead of dissolution and abandoning of such binaries, postcolonial eman-
cipation of different margins leads to the “romance of the marginal” which still 
perpetuates the same power categories (Connor 1989: 228). Discussing Spivak’s 
and Bhabha’s texts, Connor confirms that “to proclaim oneself as a marginalized 
or silenced people is implicitly to accept and to internalize the condition of mar-
ginality” (ibid: 233). Even artworks that deal with diverse stereotypes ironically, 
trying to overturn or redirect the binaries, end up by reinforcing them (especially 
with an uninformed audience – Butler 2002: 94). Likewise, Goran Bregović’s mu-
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sic is based on an ironic usage of a broad range of preconceptions about the Bal-
kans (see 5.1). However, his tongue-in-cheek message is lost on his audiences, 
who miss the irony and consume his music as a true confirmation of the rough, 
barbaric, pre-civilised Balkans (see 2.1). Bregović’s music abounds with self-
ridiculing irony, which Hutcheon describes as one of the key features of post-
modern cultural production: according to her, postmodernism “takes the form of 
self-conscious, self-contradictory, self-undermining statement. It is rather like 
saying something whilst at the same time putting inverted commas around what 
is being said” (quoted in Taylor 1997: 81). Yet as just stated, the parodic meaning 
of Bregović’s music and theatre productions is rarely noticed by his  interna-
tional audiences: they accept his music as a blank pastiche, a neutral reference 
(Jameson 2000 [1988]). Bregović brings his version of the Balkans into the “neu-
tral media space, wherein all cultures seem like two-dimensional entities” 
(Manuel 1995: 236) and readily operates with stereotypes as tools in communica-
tion with the audience. 

Different by default, world music offers a mild version of the world’s mu-
sics; likewise, Goran Bregović sells a commodified, adapted version of the Bal-
kans to his music’s consumers. Taylor describes this process of transforming 
noise into music, ungraspable into graspable, as a consequence of an inevitable 
aesthetization, “the unfamiliar music harnessed for western consumption by its 
incorporation into the interlinked realms of commodity and the aesthetic.” Ac-
cording to him, commodification of music is a necessary prerequisite for this 
music to appear as a “familiar and intelligible consumable item” (1997: 31). The 
process of making Bregović’s music more intelligible to its listeners is accom-
plished, among other strategies, by referring to diverse preexisting stereotypes 
about the music and where it comes from (see 2.1.4. and Chapter 5). According 
to studies on stereotypes, referring to them in communication enhances the clar-
ity of the communicated message (Lyons and Kashima 2001). Therefore, making 
the music sound unfamiliar – but in familiar (predictable, expectable) ways – in-
creases that music’s appeal with the audience.

Intraregionally, Bregović’s reconciling, multicultural statements repeatedly 
refer back to the countries that used to belong to SFR Yugoslavia, building on the 
Yugo-nostalgia still present in its successor states. That same region, obsessed 
with its own dialectic discourse about the Balkans (see 2.1.3), in turn engages in 
a love-hate relationship with Bregović. The ex-Yugoslav inhabitants (constituting 
the majority of his intraregional audience) are torn between the “blur of nostal-
gia and resignation” (Rasmussen 2007: 87): on the one hand, his meta-national 
stance is embraced by the citizens exhausted by the decades of nationalism and 
political turmoil. On the other, as this study shows, he is criticised for trivialising 
and simplifying the region’s cultures and profiting from selling them to under-
informed Westerners.
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4.2. Creation of “Balkan Music”
This sub-chapter deals with the mechanisms of creating “Balkanised” mu-

sic, especially with regard to Bregović’s main two compositional techniques: col-
lage and quoting. In this context the verb “to Balkanise” is not used with the 
meaning it is given within Southeast-European studies, where it is used (as an 
analogue to Orientalism) to refer to the strategy of creating and managing repre-
sentations about the Balkans; nor is it used to refer to hostile, nationalistic frag-
mentation, in accordance with the meaning of balkanisation (Todorova 1997: 32 – 
see 2.1). Instead, in this chapter this word is utilised to describe the process of 
music acquiring a “Balkan” label in order consequently to be marketed and con-
sumed as representative “Balkan music.”4 The working hypothesis of this sub-
chapter starts from the premise that Bregović’s music is internationally recog-
nised as “Balkan music,” and proposes that therefore whatever changes Bregović 
applies to his earlier music in order to Balkanise it, must reveal the core features 
of musical Balkanness (as perceived by his international audiences). This sub-
chapter’s first section focuses on collage and recycling, whereas the second sec-
tion deals with ethical implications of these compositional choices. 

One of the key features of postmodern art and key issues in discussions on 
postmodernity is pastiche, defined by Jameson as “imitation of a peculiar or 
unique style” (2000 [1988]: 285). It relates to many of the notions discussed 
above, such as fading of the history, nostalgia and search for the real. Although 
marked by its flatness and superficiality (Connor 1989: 44), it is in the core of the 
world music aesthetic (Taylor 1997: 202; Erlmann 1996: 481-482). Jameson distin-
guishes it clearly from parody – also based on referring to older styles: 

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, 
the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language: but it is a neutral 
practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, amputated of 
the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the 
abnormal tongue you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic nor-
mality still exists.  Pastiche is thus blank parody, a statue with blind eyeballs 
(Jameson 1991 [1984]: 65). 

Following Jameson’s thoughts above, Bregović’s artwork falls in the space 
between pastiche and parody: as stated above, the crucial differential seems to 
be his target audience – whether his music is performed in front of worldwide 
audiences and seen as a blank pastiche of local music practices, or is performed 
intraregionally and perceived as a parodic reinterpretation of Balkan stereotypes. 
In addition, within Bregović’s oeuvre interpreted through the aesthetic of post-
modernity, recontextualising of older (musical) stylistic idioms is complemented 
by the collage technique, which juxtaposes diverse quotes, creating possibilities 
for opening new meanings in the process. In discussions about postmodernism, 
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collage (or bricolage) has been referred to as an “intertextual tissue of quotations 
and adaptations from the past, referring to other works, rather to any external 
reality” (Butler 2002: 87). Indeed, collage technique is a hallmark of Bregović’s 
artworks, the units he puts in new relationships being quotes from his earlier 
songs. Although in his earlier projects only the audience with former Yugoslav 
background would be aware of these quotes’ origin, he continues with the same 
technique in his later releases intended for transregional consumption (as dis-
cussed in Chapter 3). This makes his international audiences equally aware of 
the recycled nature of his tracks, which justifies discussing Bregović’s music 
within the framework of typically postmodern “discourse of the copy” (ibid: 74).

The forthcoming sections reveal the complexity of Bregović’s quoting 
technique, which may be analysed according to the idea of intertextuality intro-
duced by Kristeva within her post-structuralist approach to literary studies (see 
also Korsyn 1999: 56). The purpose of creating such intertwined hybrids with so 
many intertextual references might be deeper than pure economising with music 
material and taking advantage of the fact that his music is released in different, 
non-overlapping markets. Discussing remake-movies, Jameson emphasises how 
all emanations of a particular movie (or a novel which precedes it) become the 
“essential part of the film’s structure: we are now, in other words, in ‘intertextu-
ality’ as a deliberated, built-in feature of the aesthetic effect.” According to him, such 
intertextual elements serve as connotators of the past (Jameson 1991 [1984]: 67-
68; emphasis added). To give the most obvious example, Bregović’s rendition of 
Karmen’s story actively interacts with the previous narrative about Carmen. 
Only with Carmen as a frame of reference can Karmen be fully perceived. The 
same mechanism can be observed in the whole international repertoire of Brego-
vić: his rock songs transform into Balkanised tunes that – by being intertextually 
connected with their initial versions – connote this imaginary place called pre-
modern Balkans, spatialized in some eternal Elsewhere, and in time that is “be-
yond real historical time” (ibid: 68). 

In another text, Jameson elaborates on the conjoining of “high” and “low” 
art, which is especially applicable to Bregović’s treatment of Bizet’s opera. Artists 
of the postmodern “no longer ‘quote’ such ‘texts’ as a Joyce might have done, or 
a Mahler; they incorporate them, to the point where the line between high art 
and commercial forms seems increasingly difficult to draw” (Jameson 2000 
[1988]: 283). Enabled by technological development, such incorporation of earlier 
artworks into new ones has evolved into sampling in recent times.5 Intertextual 
by default, sampling is inherently postmodern, together with eclecticism, code-
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5 Although it only started to develop in the early 1980s when his book was written, Con-
nor mentions sampling as “the clearest exemplification of the postmodernist aesthetic of 
the fragment” (1989:  186), whereas Manuel claims that “sampled passages function as 
simulacra, as free-floating signifiers to be enjoyed for their very meaninglessness, their 
obvious artificiality,  in a characteristically postmodern exhilaration of surfaces” (1995: 
233). It is disputable, though, whether samples could be deemed meaningless, because 
their apparent function, as Jameson explained when it came to pastiche, is to act as con-
notators of the past, as the intertextual bridge between the artwork and its predecessors. 



switching, parody and pastiche (as discussed above), which are all detectable in 
Bregović’s music. Katz distinguishes between quoting and sampling, where he 
defines quotes as citing works, whereas samples cite actual performances (2004: 
141; see also Lipsitz 1994: 37-38). Sampling reaches far beyond the mere refer-
ence to an earlier style, and it raises complex questions of authorship and ap-
propriation. Although Bregović rarely uses samples in his current productions 
(due, among other reasons, to his preference for live performers and perform-
ances), the implications of the practice of sampling can be applied to many as-
pects of his compositional choices. 

Katz elaborates on different levels of sampling – starting from those that 
only “capitalize on a sample’s familiarity” to those that offer new meanings and 
new ways to hear the same passage which can even retroactively shed a new 
light on the original (2004: 151). The fact that music, at the moment it is recorded 
and released, turns into an object open to appropriation and resignification is 
sometimes seen as ethnically problematic, which is a state Feld prominently 
dubbed the “global schizophonic condition”; he also warned of the moment in 
which music (recording, or tune) turns into a commodity in commercial circula-
tion (1996: 11). In contrast, Katz describes music’s “contextual promiscuity” as 
the locus of its power (2004: 15). The sample’s multiplicity of voices, its crossbred 
nature (relatable to hybridity discussed by Bhabha 1994: 56) is precisely what 
enables the listeners to encode it with new meanings in the process of their own 
identity construction (see 5.3.2). Especially with music that migrates from one 
audience to another (as Bregović’s does), this music’s contextual promiscuity can 
and does accrue entirely new and sometimes unexpected meanings. Katz con-
cludes by claiming (which can entirely be applied to Bregović’s music) that sam-
pling and quoting is art of transformation rather than of mere borrowing: “a sam-
ple changes the moment it is relocated” in a unique interaction with its environ-
ment (ibid: 156). 

Such treatment of one artwork being used as a source to create another 
artwork blurs the border between the two. In the true meaning of Baudrillard’s 
simulacrum (1994 [1981]), the significance of the original starts to fade. It is espe-
cially noticeable in Bregović’s music, where after so many arrangements and re-
arrangements one loses the sound of the original tune, which is replaced by 
(m)any of its versions. As will be elaborated below, this entirely suits Bregović’s 
own attitude towards music borrowing, as he claims that tunes are there to be 
used to create new ones, especially those that are “traditional” and already in 
oral circulation. However, this embedding of appropriation in an ethically justi-
fiable framework of tradition is predicted by Feld, who pessimistically concludes 
that it is an unavoidable consequence of the globalisation of the music market: 

Academically [oral tradition] means that [a] song typically circulates in an aural 
and oral economy, without an underlying written or notated form. Legally, how-
ever, the term oral tradition can easily be manipulated, from signifying that which 
is vocally communal to signifying that which belongs to no one in particular. 
When that happens, the notion of oral tradition can mask both the existence of 
local canons of ownership and the existence of local consequences for taking with-
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out asking.  Consequently, in the hands of a Western music lawyer, oral tradition is 
a concept that might more easily protect those who wish to cheaply acquire in-
digenous cultural property, and rather less to protect indigenous cultural property 
or its originators (Feld 2000b: 161 – emphasis in original). 

As the present study shows, Bregović’s borrowing is additionally compli-
cated by his recycling his earlier tunes (rather than someone else’s); furthermore, 
the initial quote gets replicated in many other instances, as explicated in 4.4.2. 
This turns an apparently straightforward criticism of Bregović as a neocolonial 
appropriator into a conundrum of ownership, appropriation and representation, 
which is where most of Bregović’s commentators lose their edge and reduce 
their criticism to issues of personal ethics. Bregović himself resolves this convo-
luted position by invoking his Balkan heritage that justifies him in creating mu-
sic in a “traditional” way (see 5.1), which is also how this issue is resolved in 
other genres (such as jazz whose highly improvisatory textures often yield accu-
sations of illegal borrowing): 

[B]ecause the jazz aesthetic of citation can be orally constituted at any point in im-
provisation and composition, the term “theft” doesn’t apply when taking from 
oneself, when revitalizing one’s own tradition. ... While players clearly recognize 
that some copies are closer to the source than others, or that some recordings copy 
pieces while others copy processes, textures, or grooves, all tend to either noncha-
lantly note or defensively argue that this is just “in the tradition” (Feld 1996: 9). 

To conclude with the borrowing thread, the next step in the theory of 
postmodernity – the one which obliterates the author together with the original 
(as discussed by Barthes 1977: 142-148) – transverses social theory to relate with 
memetics, which also denies the role of the author as creator (see 4.4). In other 
arts, writes Connor, borrowing other artwork to create new artwork raises some 
complex issues: “The aesthetic that emerges from [borrowing] is not quite one of 
anonymity, but rather of simulated authorship, in which ideas of originality and 
repetition, authenticity and theft are teased out to their problematic limits” 
(1989: 95). On the surface, though, this stance cannot be applied to Bregović’s 
music. Although readily admitting to “stealing” traditional music, he very 
keenly claims copyright over his tunes, even when he states he wishes them to 
eventually re-enter the corpus of orally transmitted music and reacquire the 
“traditional music” label (Interviews with Goran Bregović 2007). In the panoply 
of versions and arrangements, one thing remains constant: Bregović arises from 
all of them as the Master of Ceremony, the interpreter of the Balkans who shapes 
this region’s image in the ears and minds of his audience.
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4.2.1. Collage and Recycling

The two main compositional techniques mentioned earlier, recycling and 
collage, can be identified in many tracks signed by Bregović. He anticipated 
these techniques in his early career, starting from the White Button days when he 
appropriated different folk tunes and adjusted them to the rock idiom (see 3.1). 
In this text, unlike “collage” that refers to using one or more quotes in creating a 
new tune, “recycling” refers to repeating and rearranging entire songs. Bregović 
defines his collage technique as “bringing different [music] items into random 
relations” (ibid); “pasted images that do not need to be logical. Like small ex-
cerpts from a patchwork.”6

Taking into consideration Bregović’s vast post-White Button repertoire 
(and up to the time limit of 2010 applied in this study), it is difficult to generate a 
precise overview of the extent of his recycling, as he has embarked on many 
smaller projects that were not always clearly released under his name, and some 
are (for various reasons) omitted from his official discography. Nevertheless, the 
analysis of his major post-WB releases (film, pop and world music releases – see 
Figure 3.1) shows that 74 per cent of the tracks released over 19 years and on 18 
CDs partially or entirely stem from earlier sources. At least 35 songs of his are 
used as quotes or are completely recycled in at least 70 arrangements. The “at 
least” formulation is necessary because it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, 
to track every single source of Bregović’s tunes. The extent of recycling varies 
across the genres discussed earlier (film music – see 3.2, pop music – see 3.3, 
world music – see 3.4), which also relates to differential visibility of these music 
outputs (Slobin 1993: 17-20). Recycling is the biggest in the pop music category: 
in local markets (Greek, Polish, Serbian, Turkish) more than 90 per cent of his 
tunes are mutually recycled. The number of recycled tunes decreases in the case 
of film music (69 per cent of the analysed releases), and it is the smallest in his 
world music projects (45 per cent).

The information about the actual creative process of Bregović varies over 
his long career. In his earlier interviews, he insinuated that he would start by re-
cording different tunes on different keys of his synthesiser, and then simply play 
with different combinations. On the other hand, he is well known for his lack of 
preparation for recording sessions, implying the significant role of improvisation 
and experimentation in his creative process. In the time of the White Button, he 
would not write the lyrics or finalise music ideas before entering the studio. 
Only in the studio, or sometimes on the eve of the actual recording, would he 
concretise his music and poetic ideas. Interestingly, in his recent releases not all 
music aspects are subjected to the same improvisatory treatment. Unlike the 
WFB players who are welcome to improvise, the Bulgarian singing duo is given 
precise instructions by Bregović, and is expected to follow them entirely 
(Markovski 2008). An anecdote from the most recent phase of his career, told by 
the Croatian singer Severina (see 3.3), illustrates his creative process. Asked to 
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explain how a song produced by Bregović came about, she wondered at the utter 
serendipity of the process of creating lyrics and at Bregović’s readiness to play 
with random words (such as children’s rhymes).7

One can only assume that an analogous creative process led to Bregović 
introducing children’s tunes into his songs: for instance, the lyrics of Ya ya (ex-
ample 1995 Ya ya.mp3) are based on a local nursery rhyme Ringe, ringe, raja 
(whereas the music is inspired by a 1961 song by Lee Dorsey – see below). The 
resulting pieces are collages of music sources, not unlike pop-art collages known 
in visual arts. Similar to the moustache he pasted on Cupids in Karmen (see 3.4), 
Bregović creates postmodern hybrids that keep their original features, while 
merging into a new synergic whole. 

Bregović’s transregional repertoire abounds with collages created from 
elements of earlier songs pasted together. His source quotes most often include 
excerpts from the White Button repertoire, at times only hints of previous melo-
dies, but on other occasions the entire passages. Nevertheless, one of the first 
and most interesting examples of his collage technique appeared already in his 
early WB-phase, and involves two quotes, neither of which was initially com-
posed by Bregović. It is his 1988 Lijepa naša, a tune (as noted before) pasted from 
two songs with strong nationalistic connotation – Croatian (then folk song, to-
day’s national anthem) Lijepa naša and Serbian Tamo daleko (see 3.1). 
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7 She elaborated further: “[Bregović] told me he did not like the current version of the 
song and that I would have to write new lyrics. Since we did not have a lot of time, as he 
had to leave for Paris,  he shoved a paper and a pen into my hands and said: ‘Go out and 
write the lyrics.’ I was stunned! [Together with his associates, he] worked on the ar-
rangement in the studio, while I was peaking in through the window and whining I had 
no inspiration. At one moment I knocked on the window and asked them to come back 
in. [Bregović] asked me if I had finished the verse,  and the first thing that came to my 
mind was [knock-knock] because I had been bothering them by knocking on the window 
the whole time. I asked him if ‘knock-knock’ was ok, and he was thrilled! At that mo-
ment my mobile phone rang, which I immediately used in my lyrics ... Everything that 
was nuts, Goran loved! In his typical manner, he asked me: ‘What games did you play 
when you were a child?’ I immediately answered [with a children’s rhyme] to which he 
enthusiastically responded: ‘There you go, there are your lyrics, write them down!’” 
(Tripić 2006). 



Figure 4.1. Croatian anthem Lijepa naša8

Figure 4.2. Serbian song Tamo daleko (excerpt)9

While working with the songs, Bregović played them one after the other 
and discovered that  despite their very different historical backgrounds, musi-
cally they shared an “unbreakable logic” (see below). As elaborated in 4.1, this 
juxtaposing of diverse (previously familiar) quotes stems from a typically post-
modern “cut-and-paste aesthetic” (Erlmann 1996: 483).
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In this and forthcoming music examples, capital letters above the staff refer to the har-
monic component of the tune, the letter indicating the accompanying chord. In accor-
dance with conventional (popular) music notation, capital letters are used to denote ma-
jor chords, while lowercase letters denote minor chords. All notations are typeset by 
Aleksandra Marković (except for Appendices 2 and 3). 

9  http://www.geocities.com/old_gen/album/Tamodaleko.gif [Accessed November 4 
2009]. In fact,  this song also includes one of two other segments resulting in the overall 
structure ABBCC1 or ABBDD1. However, since this structure is unstable, and is anyway 
not used by Bregović in his recycled tunes, it is presented here in its shorter core version. 

http://www.mvpei.hr/MVP.asp?pcpid=953
http://www.mvpei.hr/MVP.asp?pcpid=953
http://www.geocities.com/old_gen/album/Tamodaleko.gif
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Tamo daleko – Lijepa naša: that is also a conceptual thing, to paste together things 
that do not belong together.  I accidentally played these two melodies together and 
found out that ideologically, or in any other connotation you attribute to them, 
they cannot be brought together. But if you take them just as two melodies, one 
next to the other,  they share a logic that stands, a logic that is even unbreakable. 
For someone who does not know that these songs are Lijepa naša and Tamo daleko, 
they fit together. ... Since it is so natural, for that beginning, in a major key, Croa-
tian, to continue into this minor key, calming, Serbian part. It results in a very 
beautiful melody (Popović 1996). 

The resulting mixture (example 1988 Lijepa naša.mp3), however, shows 
quite clearly the process of Bregović testing different ways to paste the two tunes 
together – rather than the two excerpts being organically compatible, as he 
stated. The Croatian song has an AA1BA1 structure, whereas the Serbian excerpt 
has an ABB structure. Nevertheless, in both cases only the first part of the verse 
(the “A” segment – measures 1 through 4 in Figure 4.1, and measures 1 through 
8 in Figure 4.2) was used to create the chorus of the White Button version. The 
second excerpt was transposed and modified to fit better with the first one: 

Figure 4.3. Lijepa naša (chorus)
White Button 1988 (example 1988 Lijepa naša.mp3)

The notated example shows how the second motive, unlike the first one, is 
modified in the process of quoting. The first verse of Tamo daleko was initially just 
indicated (in a varied form), then repeated and finally rendered entirely. The 
melody is somewhat altered, but the lyrics remain the same, keeping the same 
rhythm of sung syllables. The major and minor keys of the first and second tune 
respectively are solved by a simple modulation from C-major into the parallel A-
minor during the short interpolated motive anticipating Tamo daleko. The ca-
dence of the original tune is also omitted, enabling a modified motive to appear 
instead. In order to match the songs’ meters, the tempo of the second one was 
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increased so that the first song’s binary meter can be a basis for a ternary meter 
of the second one, turned into triplets. 

It is interesting to note that in later recyclings of this tune (examples 1997 
Ena Tragoudi Gia Tin Eleni F.mp3 and 2001 Witaj gosciu.mp3) the relationship of 
the two quotes changes. The first quote shortens, whereas the second lengthens: 

Figure 4.4. Ena Tragoudi Gia Tin Eleni F. (chorus)
George Dalaras 1997 (example 1997 Ena Tragoudi Gia Tin Eleni F.mp3)

The middle section (announcing the second motive) is entirely omitted, 
and the melody moves in a straight declining line, using the first motive just as 
an introduction to the second motive. In this context it is interesting to remember 
the source of the quote, which was a song associated with Greece, where it was 
sung by Serbian soldiers during the First World War (Saramandić 2004: 50). It is 
obvious that in some moment of the creative process with Dalaras, Bregović for 
some reason referred back to his initial source (two folk melodies), rather than 
his earlier WB collage. In turn, it was this version of the song (rather than the 
WB “original” or the folk tunes) that was recycled by Krawczyk in 2001, which 
illustrates how Bregović’s creative process shifts, probably depending on the 
context and preferences of a particular performer, referring back and creating 
intertextual links to different stages of his tunes’ evolution.

Another example of a very creative collage is the earlier mentioned Elo Hi 
(example 1994 Elo Hi.mp3). Performed by Ofra Haza, it was the core number on 
Bregović’s La Reine Margot soundtrack (see 3.2). Entirely composed of quotes, 
this song brilliantly combines three excerpts from different WB songs. The verse 
comes from Ako ima Boga:
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Figure 4.5. Ako ima Boga (verse)
White Button 1988 (example 1988 Ako ima Boga.mp3)

The chorus comes from Kad odem, kad me ne bude. The main key of the song 
is c-minor, which is significant for the later collage structure that will keep the 
same modulation scheme: 

Figure 4.6. Kad odem, kad me ne bude (chorus) 
White Button 1986 (example 1986 Kad odem, kad me ne bude.mp3) 

Finally, the bridge, performed by a male choir, comes from a guitar riff 
from Ne gledaj me tako i ne ljubi me više:

Figure 4.7. Ne gledaj me tako i ne ljubi me više (guitar riff)
White Button 1975 (example 1975 Ne gledaj me tako i ne ljubi me vise.mp3) 

The resulting tune brings a more rubato metric structure, rendered by 
Haza’s highly expressive singing. Furthermore, the texture is changed, but the 
“joints” of the melody are still clearly distinguishable: 
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Figure 4.8. Elo Hi 
Ofra Haza 1993 (example 1994 Elo Hi.mp3)

The melodies retain harmonic features and relative keys of conjoining 
quotes (compared to the rest of the respective songs). Except for the ornaments 
intrinsic to Haza’s singing style, the quotes remain unchanged, apart from one 
instance in the third quote, where a dominant harmony is intensified by replac-
ing the tonic with the seventh scale degree. This tone is circled in the notation 
above (compare with Figure 4.7). Furthermore, the third excerpt is transformed 
in the way that it starts with the sixteen-note motive (the last beat of measure 10 
in Figure 4.8) but after that it continues unchanged. Haza’s powerful voice melds 
all the excerpts together, and the male choir is a convincing replacement for the 
guitar riff played by Bregović in the original tune. He was obviously satisfied 
with the collage, since he recycled it at least three times (see next section). 

Most often, the collage consists of bigger structural units (a whole verse, 
chorus, or bridge) pasted one after another, but sometimes it can also emerge by 
juxtaposing elements from different songs in a simultaneous timeframe. For ex-
ample, the track TV Screen, performed by Iggy Pop (example 1993 TV screen) 
consists of a main rearranged unit – the chorus of Ako možeš, zaboravi (example 
1983 Ako mozes zaboravi.mp3), combined with two distinctive motives that 
stem from two other White Button songs: firstly, the introductory motive comes 
from the beginning of the song Da te bogdo ne volim (example 1984 Da te bogdo 
ne volim.mp3). Secondly, the vocal exclamation (Ojdada, ojda) performed by a 
female choir with the “traditional” sound actually comes from a song of a very 
different mood, the humorous song Hajdemo u planine: 
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Figure 4.9. Exclamations from Hajdemo u planine and TV Screen
(examples 1986 Hajdemo u planine.mp3 and 1993 TV Screen.mp3) 

This fast dancing tune, which used to be a big hit in SFR Yugoslavia in the 
second half of the 1980s, has the exclamation performed by the lead singer. In the 
later version, though, the tempo is almost twice as slow, the melody altered, and 
the motive is entrusted to the backing vocals who provide soft accompaniment 
to Pop’s voice. Unlike previously discussed instances of collage, these three mu-
sic materials (chorus, intro and vocal exclamation), stemming from three differ-
ent songs, are vertically layered and therefore more strongly integrated into the 
song’s texture. Due to their temporal simultaneity, they are intertwined in a 
more cohesive way than is the case in songs with separate structural units 
chained one after the other (such as Elo Hi). 

As mentioned previously, there are more than thirty songs initially per-
formed by the White Button that were (and some still are) in Bregović’s recycle 
“pool.” This practice was enabled by at least two circumstances. Firstly, the lim-
ited visibility of national markets (in Poland, Greece, Turkey, Serbia and Croatia) 
allowed Bregović to release the same songs more than once, as the markets were 
largely not overlapping. In a sense, just by rearranging the same tunes, he was 
actually broadening their market, which anticipated their transregional accep-
tance. And secondly, some of the biggest hits signed by Bregović were so suc-
cessful that in some instances the reference to the original was in fact welcome. 
In case, for example, of Alkistis Protopsalti’s CD (see 3.3), the album was mar-
keted as the adjustment of an earlier Ederlezi soundtrack (in spite of the fact that 
the tracks on the CD only partly stemmed from the Time of the Gypsies sound-
track). 
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1975 Ne gledaj me tako i ne ljubi me vise

1986 Kada odem, kad me ne bude

1988 Ako ima Boga

1983 Ako mozes zaboravi

1984 Da te bogdo ne volim

1986 Hajdemo u planine

1984 Za Esmu

1997 Ajde, ajde Jasmina

1986 Pljuni i zapjevaj moja Jugoslavijo

1990 Kustino oro

1987 A milicija trenira strogocu

1988 Djurdjevdan (1990 Ederlezi)
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Figure 4.10. Recycling and collage in Bregović’s music: selected list 
based on the analysis of  Bregović’s releases (see Figure 3.1), 

showing the initial version as well as the later rearrangement(s) 

Figure 4.10. shows the origin of some of the tunes produced by Goran Bre-
gović. The vertical axis represents the original (mostly White Button) tunes, 
while the horizontal axis lists Bregović’s subsequent releases and the tunes cre-
ated by recycling and collage. Some of the tracks result from his collage tech-
nique, melding two songs (such in the case, for example, of songs Daj mi druge 
zycie or Parfum Paranoia) or even three (for example, Elo Hi or TV Screen), which 
is indicated with titles overlapping different source tunes. In some cases, a single 
excerpt is reused more than once and in different contexts (such is the case with 
Daj mi druge zycie and Tis Agapis Sou To Risko, which share an quote from Pljuni i 
zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo – see below). What is interesting is that such hybrids, if 
they turn out to be successful, often get recycled themselves in later Bregović 
projects. The recycling process is the same, whether it refers to rearranging inte-
gral tunes or those that stem from collage. Of course, it is additionally challeng-
ing to examine those hybridised-then-recycled tunes, because they are open to 
an extra level of analysis.
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Recycling as a composing technique is sometimes employed in creating 
tunes that are not intended to sound Balkan. In other words, recycling is not al-
ways the direct result of Bregović’s efforts to reinvent Balkan music for his audi-
ence (see 5.1). For instance, a tune not expressly intended to recreate Balkan 
sound (although it does contain some of the labels of Balkanness – see 4.3) is Ya 
ya from the Underground soundtrack (example 1995 Ya ya.mp3). For this purpose 
Bregović recycled a 1961 song with the same title by Lee Dorsey, accompanied 
by brass musicians and a male vocal (in fact, Bregović himself) singing a nursery 
rhyme. In this track, Gourgouris nevertheless recognises the resulting sound as 
Balkanised, and continues to claim that 

Bregovic overtly Balkanizes American pop culture, which is frankly unprecedented 
as sheer deconstruction of the form ...  But ... this is not an indigenous (American) 
deconstruction. Bregovic demonstrates that it is possible to emerge from within 
the form but with an ‘external’ gaze (2005: 340). 

As shown in Figure 4.10, all three songs discussed previously in reference 
to collage (Lijepa naša, Elo Hi, and TV Screen) are recycled in later Bregović pro-
jects, in total five times. The most striking changes are those referring to the 
overall instrumentation, which is closely related to the performing style and or-
namentation (see 4.3.3). Even though Bregović claimed that the arrangements 
were not too detailed and that it was left to the local musicians’ freedom to in-
terpret the sketchy melody in a new (yet traditional) way, the resulting tunes 
have too much in common (in relation to their initial versions) to dismiss his role 
as arranger. Having in mind the fact that he was well known from the White 
Button era as a demanding band leader with specific expectations from his fel-
low band members, it is hard to imagine that Bregović did not influence the crea-
tive process of individual musicians in these later projects. 

In any case, the result is an array of overtly similar tracks. Examining the 
recycled tunes shows the full extent of Balkanisation of Bregović’s music. 
Whether it occurred due to Bregović’s producing skills, or as a consequence of 
intraregional music and stylistic commonalities, the result is the same. The shift 
from rock to traditional is brought by new instruments (including voices) that  
introduce new timbres and ornamentation techniques, but there are also changes 
in the field of tonal structures (only partly influenced by the instruments used), 
as well as common rhythmic structures (see 4.3.2). 

When it comes to instrumentation, each of the local albums involves a dif-
ferent set of local instruments. Still, the common thread in all productions is the 
hybrid timbre of the Wedding and Funeral Band (see 3.4). For example, Dalaras’ 
version of Lijepa naša discussed in the previous section brings in a completely 
new sound quality provided by bouzouki and oud. Similarly, all four versions of 
Elo Hi display local (plucked string) instruments, but also brass musicians and 
backing vocals who lend a recognisable sound colour (all except for Haza’s ver-
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sion10  which was the only movie soundtrack). They also share a syncopated 
rhythmic structure so typical of Serbian brass music, embodied in the WFB (see 
4.3.2). An added brass section (which involves specific rhythmic structures) and 
“Bulgarian” backing vocals are the common features of most of the recycled 
tunes, making them the core of “Balkan” sound constructed and represented by 
Bregović.

The recycled versions of the controversial “Spit and sing, my Yugoslavia” 
(see 3.1 – example 1986 Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo.mp3) reveal Bregović 
in search of the best combination of quotes. The first utilisation of this tune is the 
quote (intro and chorus) in George Dalaras’ tune (example 1997 Tis Agapis Sou 
to Risko.mp3). The verse in this song comes from a folksy tune created for one of 
Bregović’s independent projects from a previous year (see 3.3), Zdravko Čolić’s 
Ajde ajde Jasmina (example 1997 Ajde ajde Jasmina.mp3). Yet in its next incarna-
tion (example 2001 Daj mi drugie zycie.mp3), the verse quoted from Čolić’s song 
is replaced by a verse from Kustino oro (example 1988 Kustino oro.mp3).

This tune (Kustino oro) had itself been recycled ten years earlier, performed 
by Alkistis Protopsalti (example 1991 Venzinadiko.mp3). Initially the tune was 
instrumental, oro meaning “chain dance” in several Slavic languages.11 The big-
gest change was the vocals added to the initially instrumental version. The rea-
son for only small changes in the song’s structure might be that it was released 
only a year after the initial version; besides, Protopsalti’s CD was marketed as 
the same as the Time of the Gypsies CD, so there was no need (or possibility) for 
substantial changes. Ten years later, as just mentioned, the sung verse from Pro-
topsalti’s version is used to improve Krawczyk’s hybrid version of Daj mi drugie 
zycie. 

The (un)awareness of Bregović’s recycling technique can influence the way 
a song is perceived. In a short review of Kayah’s cooperation with Bregović, 
Shapiro (2000) criticises the track Čaje Šukarije (example 1999 Caje Sukarije.mp3). 
As mentioned above, this version is an entirely recycled song by Zdravko Čolić 
(example 1990 Caje Sukarije.mp3), which in turn is based on a “traditional” tune 
but in fact authored by Esma Redžepova (see 4.2.2 – example 1950s Esma 
Redzepova - Caje Sukarije). Furthermore, between Čolić’s and Kayah’s tracks 
were three other versions (examples 1995 Cajesukarije.mp3, 1996 Parfum 
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10 Here should be noted that Elo Hi was analysed as an “initial” collage that was later 
recycled, although the version performed by Alkistis Protopsalti was released two years 
prior to Haza’s version. The reason this version was highlighted for analysis is the fact 
that Elo Hi was targeted at the international (rather than local) market, and that all other 
versions show similarities not shared with Elo Hi. 

11 Composed for the Time of the Gypsies soundtrack, the track’s name reveals its obvious 
dedication to Emir Kusturica (whose nickname is Kusta, the title thus meaning “Kus-
turica’s chain dance”). 



Paranoia.mp3 and 1997 Me Lene Popi.mp3 – see Figure 4.11).12 Čolić’s version 
from 1990 included a girl’s rapping voice, repeated in Dalaras’ (1997) and 
Kayah’s (1999) version, whereas Parfum Paranoia from 1996 sampled Čolić’s ac-
tual voice and included an adult female rapper. Obviously not familiar with the 
song’s evolutionary stages between the initial tune from the 1950s and Kayah’s 
version from 1999, Shapiro criticises: 

A discordant note is hit with "Caje Sukarije" where Kayah tackles a song that is 
really the sole possession of Esma Redzepova. Oddly enough, it is not Kayah who 
lets us down here, but Bregović. He has had a great deal of success lately in the 
dance-mix world, and he chooses to intersperse the song's verses with obnoxious 
child-rapping. The only merciful change is that the cheesy male chorus of the 
original has been replaced with a horn section (2000). 

In conclusion to this section, it should be emphasised that an insight into 
Bregović’s early opus is necessary in order to grasp the complex process of tunes 
gradually evolving13  through multiple versions and testing different excerpts in 
different settings, which admittedly is not easily accessible to the majority of his 
international listeners. In contrast, for an audience aware of multiple versions 
and multiple sources of his tunes, these repeated quotes function as connotators 
of the past (Jameson 1991 [1984]: 67-68), which indeed provides an additional 
layer in the perception and analysis of his music. 

4.2.2. “Recycling,” or: Artists are Not Obliged to be Good People14 

This section deals with instances when Bregović uses other sources (most 
notably traditional music) instead of his older tunes for collage and recycling. 
Out of the tunes listed in Figure 4.10, there are at least five songs attributed to 
other performers/composers. Importantly, some of the appropriated tunes are 
Bregović’s biggest hits such as Ederlezi, Kalašnjikov and Mesečina: 
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12 In addition, the song was picked up by other performers and rearranged within en-
tirely different contexts: for instance, Silverman describes a rap version released on 
Gypsy Rap performed by a Bulgarian band Gypsy Aver. She also reports that this song 
has triggered an interest in Roma music in the former Yugoslavia, and that it “had a long 
history and has been rerecorded a number of times” (1996: 243). Buchanan adds that the 
same song was also recorded by an Albanian singer Merita Halili (Buchanan 2007c: 243), 
which testifies to the intraregionally shared repertoires discussed in 2.2.2. 

13 The actual process of evolution of his tunes will be further discussed in 4.4, using the 
memetic paradigm.

14 Goran Bregović (R.S. 2005).
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Figure 4.11. Sources of some of the melodies appropriated by Bregović 
and their later arrangements

This issue is at the centre of controversies related to Bregović and his ca-
reer. As will be elaborated later, Bregović has been asked many times to com-
ment on allegations made by musicians he had previously collaborated with. In 
different phases of his career he justified his actions in different ways. As men-
tioned before, during the White Button era he freely referred to traditional mu-
sic, seeking to establish the much needed link with folk music, largely inter-
preted as one of the core reasons for the band’s immense popularity. Later, 
though, he commented on his compositional choices by claiming that it is the 
way “tradition” works, by freely exchanging musics (see 5.1). In his latest phase 
he ascribes his actions to his Balkan origin, the Balkans being the mongrel place 
where everything, including authorship, is blurred (see 2.2.2). The matter is ad-
ditionally complicated by the fact that even in cases where Bregović did ac-
knowledge authors or performers, they were often dissatisfied that Bregović had 
gained financially from the tunes they considered theirs. Even if they were ac-
knowledged as authors or paid a one-off fee for collaborating on the CD produc-
tion (as is standard practice in recording business), some artists felt deceived, as 
they were never paid royalties for the countless live performances subsequently 
given by Bregović. The same applies to soloists who provided an immeasurable 
contribution in some of his biggest hits, such as Šaban Bajramović and Vaska 
Jankovska, although some of them did continue their cooperation with Bregović, 
which implies that their dispute was resolved in the meantime.15 

Kustino oro from 1990 is a rearranged version from a traditional Roma 
song from the Balkan region called Sunen Romalen, Sunen Čavalen [Listen, Gyp-
sies, Listen, People] (Trifković n.d.). Still, Krawczyk’s version from 2001, a col-
lage of that tune and a White Button one, acknowledges only the latter and lists 
Bregović’s name as the author. Similarly, Ederlezi is based on a traditional Roma 
song from Macedonia (although its title, as elaborated in 3.4, implies a Turkish 
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origin). Nevertheless, the liner notes of Silence of the Balkans (which features Ed-
erlezi) credits Bregović as composer, arranger and producer of the entire material 
(see also Gourgouris 2005: 342-343). With Čaje Šukarije the situation is similar, 
since it is credited as “traditional” and arranged by Bregović (for example, track 
5 on the Underground  soundtrack), or is even credited as “Gypsy folk music ar-
ranged by Goran Bregović” (as is the case on Kayah’s CD). However, this tune 
was created by Esma Redžepova so it is a composed melody, rather than an 
anonymously created folk song that spontaneously “grew” from the community, 
as the indication “trad.” would imply (example 1950s Esma Redzepova - Caje 
Sukarije.mp3).16 

In his book on Roma musicians from the Balkans, Garth Cartwright de-
scribes his conversation with Redžepova about this issue (again not aware of 
Bregović’s mid-1990s arrangements including a child’s voice – see Figure 4.11): 

The album is one Bregović cut with Polish pop singer Kayah and track eight is 
‘Chaje Shukarije’,  Esma’s first hit. Bregović adds a silly, childish rap and some 
lumpen percussion. Kaya’s thin voice copies Esma’s vocal. The publishing credit is 
‘Gypsy folklore/arrangement Bregović’. Esma listens and, for the first time, looks 
pained, tired. 
‘That’s my song. You know I composed it.’
Why don’t you sue?
‘Goran Bregović is, I must tell the truth, a man who materialised the music, who 
took something from everybody and put it in his music. He took 30 per cent of my 
music and then some of Saban Bajramović and other Roma musicians. So he made 
music for business. There’s no quality in it’ (2005: 108). 

On the other hand, in his text about Redžepova and her husband/
manager/orchestra director Stevo Teodosievski, Dimitrijevski identifies this 
song as traditional and only arranged by Teodosievski (Dimitrijevski 2008: 16). 
Incidentally, there is at least one occasion where the same melody was skilfully 
appropriated from Bregović, not by him. In 1996 a Turkish pop star Candan 
Erçetin recycled Bregović’s already-recycled version from 1995 (from Under-
ground soundtrack) under the name of Sevdim Sevilmedim (example 1996 
Sevdim Sevilmedim.mp3), keeping the same hybrid with female backing vocals 
(example 1995 Caje Sukarije.mp3), and describing it on her homepage17 as her 
best selling single and the first Turkish remix album (see also Stokes 2007: 311). 
The tune credits neither Redžepova (the author of the original tune) nor Brego-
vić (the author of the arrangement), listing instead “Anonim” as the song’s 
author, and reflecting the overall exchanging of repertories throughout the re-
gion discussed in 2.2.2. 
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disputed by some of the musicians she performed with (Silverman 2012: 209).

17 http://www.candanercetin.com.tr/biyografi.asp?id=2 [Accessed May 28 2013].
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Similarly, Cartwright discusses the same issue with the other two authors 
listed in Figure 4.11 (Boban Marković and Šaban Bajramović). According to Bo-
ban Marković, leader of one of the best brass orchestras in Serbia, he was cred-
ited as author and performer, but was included neither in royalties, nor in the 
subsequent worldwide concerts that made Bregović famous. Nevertheless, his 
orchestra did benefit from the Balkan craze propelled by Bregović: 

Boban’s first international exposure came when he and his orkestar were hired by 
Goran Bregović to play on the soundtracks for Kusturica’s early and mid 1990s 
films Arizona Dream and Underground. Underground’s huge 1995 success – Cannes 
Award, art-house hit, much controversy over its portrayal of Serb history – should 
have launched Boban’s international career. Instead, with Serbia then being an 
international pariah, he found himself stuck in Vladicin Han [Marković’s home 
town] while Bregović toured the West playing a pastiche that had critics too lazy 
to listen to Balkan music acclaim him as a composer of genius.
‘Kusturica is the big professional, a good man. Bregović... well, we worked to-
gether and the music is my idea. One part is from a Saban [Bajramović]’s song and 
the other part is mine. I took the winning tune from that year’s Guča [brass music 
festival – see 2.2.1] and played it and Bregović added his things and when the 
soundtrack came out he did not credit me for writing the music. This made me 
very angry. Bregović has asked me to do more work with him but I’ve established 
myself and don’t need to work [with him]. If we do work [together] in the future 
it’ll be on my conditions’ (Cartwright 2005: 76-77). 

Indeed, one of the published booklets accompanying the Underground 
soundtrack does not mention Marković anywhere, while another mentions him 
and his orchestra only as guest performers. The tune he refers to, Kalašnjikov 
(example 1995 Kalasnjikov.mp3), is entirely credited to Bregović. The same re-
lease features Bregović as an arranger of a “traditional” tune Čaje Šukarije (that 
in fact was composed by Redžepova, as mentioned above). On the other hand, it 
does credit Šaban Bajramović for his co-authorship over Mesečina (example 1995 
Mesecina.mp3), which is an arrangement of Bajramović’s earlier song Djeli 
Mara.18 Although he was never paid royalties for this song, Bajramović had on 
various occasions said that he had forgiven Bregović for appropriating his tune. 
In his conversation with Cartwright, he described how he had been approached 
by a lawyer offering to claim his rights over Mesečina on Bajramović’s behalf: 

The third track on Underground’s soundtrack is called ‘Mesecina’. The original 
melody is from ‘Djeli Mara’, one of Saban’s most famous songs. Bregović plays all 
kinds of tricks with the tune – drum machines, overdubbed horns etc. – to create 
an epic slice of cartoon Wagner. Nowhere is Saban acknowledged as author. Cahn 
[the lawyer] laid out his case to Saban, who agreed this was correct but remem-
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hjko_jzpfpQ [Accessed July 1 2013]. 
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bered signing things, documents that probably paid him a set fee for the use of his 
music. Had he kept copies of them? No chance.
‘They took my song’, Saban told me after the Amsterdam concert. ‘I probably 
signed things away. I was going to sue Bregović but taking him to court in Serbia... 
what a mess. So I don’t bother. I forgive him’ (ibid: 62).

Nevertheless, although claiming he had forgiven Bregović, Bajramović of-
ten criticised him for having “stolen” his song, stating it even publicly on the 
stage at his concerts.19 Commenting on his new album, he said: 

I should have made it with Goran Bregović. He’s been stealing Gypsy music his 
whole life, I can say that because we are friends, but he cannot make these songs 
work. He doesn’t feel them! I’ve sung Roma songs for 45 years and that is why I 
am a king (V.M.P. 2006). 

Bregović has been asked numerous times to comment on his compositional 
techniques and his alleged stealing. As already stated at the beginning of this 
section, throughout his long career he has been responding to these claims and 
justifying his actions in different ways. For example, in his earlier comments he 
claimed it was just a thing to do, not requiring significant skills: 

Well I don’t know ... How should I put it ... I do not claim I am not stealing. I grew 
up in such a place.  The majority of Sarajevo thieves comes from my neighbour-
hood. But ... probably it is a slightly simplified explanation. It is not that easy – 
you take something, steal it and then you become a millionaire and famous. If it 
were that easy, everybody would be doing it. Now, I don’t want to overcomplicate 
it, to say it’s really a special thing, but at the same time it’s not that easy (Nikce-
vich 1995). 

In later interviews he replies to the plagiarism accusations that it goes with 
the territory of being a composer, because all composers draw from their culture, 
their tradition: 

If I were English, I would take English [folklore], if I were Russian I would take 
Russian [folklore].  The same way as Stravinsky stemmed from Russian folklore, 
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19 The controversy about Bregović’s treatment of author rights reached another level in 
mid 2008 when Bajramović died in poverty, after being denied a national pension since 
he had never been officially registered as a self-employed performing artist. The public’s 
reaction was that Bajramović should have received years of royalties for worldwide per-
formances of Mesečina and other tunes, and that these funds might have given him a 
more decent retirement. He died few days prior to Bregović suffering an accident in his 
backyard (see 3.4),  and malicious comments claimed that Bregović had been hit by some 
kind of Roma curse or afterlife justice sent by Bajramović.



Lennon and McCartney stemmed from English [folklore]. It is normal that I based 
my music on domestic folklore ... My music lies on tradition (Alempijević 2002). 

His most elaborate interpretation importantly involves the notion of tradi-
tion in the Balkan context and will be discussed in 4.3. Nevertheless, in spite of 
all criticisms and controversies related to his work, Bregović plans to continue 
with his recycling strategy.

I was lucky enough to start twice as an artist.  I couldn’t wait to free myself from 
the rock and roll burden. Now I feel much freer... I try not to learn anymore, I see 
no use in it. I am surrounded by talented people who know what I do not know. 
Besides, there is so much of that small, cute wedding and funeral music around. 
More than enough material for a lifetime (Semerad 2002).

Simultaneously with Goran Bregović appropriating music from his sur-
roundings (whether his or somebody else’s earlier tunes, or traditional music), 
his music is appropriated by many other musicians. Since his name became a 
sort of a brand for Balkan music (and the Balkans in general), other artists quote 
from Bregović’s tunes in order to give their artwork the stamp of Balkanness.20 
Musicians who give live performances within the Balkan micro-scene also fre-
quently tap into the megahit “pool” of Bregović’s. Within the Balkan Beat scene 
in the Netherlands (see 2.3), musicians routinely play a few of Bregović’s tunes 
in gigs. It fulfils a wish he expressed on numerous occasions: for his music to be-
come “true” folk music that people would play and listen to in restaurants: 
“That happens only once in a composer’s career: to create something that sounds 
as if it were not composed, but rather emerged on its own” (Interviews with Go-
ran Bregović 2007). The most frequently appropriated tunes are Mesečina, Kalašn-
jikov and Ederlezi, in that way entering the general  oral circulation of music rep-
ertoire throughout the region (discussed in 2.2.2 – see also Sugarman 2006). 

Bregović’s benevolence towards other ensembles playing his “Gypsy” 
tunes stands in stark contrast to his protests against the former members of the 
White Button who intended to broadcast new performances of old WB tunes. It 
might be interpreted as him being protective of the Roma and wishing to “give 
something back to the Gypsies.” Such is the case with the Karmen score, which 
he emphatically made available through his website for others to perform (see 
3.4). Nevertheless, this could be a weak compensation for all the instances when 
he tapped into traditional (especially Roma) music of the region. On the other 
hand, his popularity has contributed to Balkan music becoming transregionally 
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20 Tunes signed by Bregović can be found in diverse productions, ranging from the vio-
linist Nigel Kennedy playing Ederlezi on his CD East meets east, to the Borat soundtrack 
containing the same tune in its version from Time of the Gypsies (see 3.2). The same tune 
in these two productions has a similar function: to stand for the “East” in the former, and 
to create a soundscape for the imagined Kazachstan in the latter. There are also “invisi-
ble” uncredited arrangements, such as the previously mentioned arrangement of Čaje 
Šukarije released in Turkey (example 1996 Sevdim Sevilmedim.mp3).



visible, which has in turn enabled many other local musicians to  gain financially 
from entering the international market. 

The popularity of Bregović’s recycled music has another important conse-
quence. As discussed in the case of Poland, his music reignited the revival of dif-
ferent forms of folk-derived music. Moreover, it has contributed to the construc-
tion of a pan-regional sound that is recognisable intraregionally as Balkan (or 
rather Southeast-European, or even broader as non-Western-European). His 
tunes enable local audiences to identify the repertoire with domestic artists who 
perform Bregović’s music as their “own” music. In this way, it might be argued, 
his music opens a door towards recognising and appreciating similarities rather 
than differences. His Balkanisation thus acquires an entirely new meaning, not 
referring to separation and conflicts, but to the creation of an overarching 
musical identity everybody can relate to. By inspiring various audiences to enjoy 
his music as “their own,” it can even be said that his “Balkanised” music might 
serve reconciliation more strongly than any of his tolerance projects. 

4.3. In Search of Balkanness in Balkan Music
This section deals with the musical analysis of selected pieces signed by 

Goran Bregović. It picks up on the discussion about the Balkan genre carried out 
within other artistic domains (e.g. Daković 2008) and compares several multiple 
versions of Bregović’s tunes, in order to test the underlining hypothesis: It is pos-
sible to discern Balkanness in music, or rather in sound. What is it that provides this 
music with a Balkan label? Is it a presence of certain music traits (or lack of some 
others)?  Is this music style deliberately exoticised – conceptualised (and subse-
quently marketed) to sound different from Western music?  The idea that a piece 
of music can contain specific musical features associated with a certain style of 
music is elaborated in studies such as Bellman (1993) and Malvinni (2004), who 
were looking for traces of “Gypsiness” in the music of Brahms, Liszt, Bartók and 
so on. Also, this endeavour is relatable to Heuwekemeijer’s attempt to discern 
the “(re)gypsyfying” features of the given music material (2011). 

At this point it is necessary to make an important distinction between per-
ceived and constructed (marketed) music features. Slobin claims that music “em-
bodies any number of imagined worlds” (1993: 78). If “worlds” are understood 
as (world) music styles, Slobin’s remark translates into the idea that actual music 
features cannot stand as characteristic of any given style, because any music can 
embody a potentially indefinite number of music “worlds” (see 5.3.2 on the con-
struction of musical meaning). Elsewhere in the same text he also admits to the 
impossibility of linking the performers’ code-switching to the listeners’ reception 
(ibid: 91). However, if a music style is represented (by its performers, promoters 
and the like) as having certain (musical) traits, it can be argued that these traits 
will – at least at the level of basic categorisation – significantly narrow the num-
ber of music “worlds,” and that they will be accepted by the audience and con-
sequently recognised as characteristic of that style. 
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The hypothesis above can be elaborated thusly: Since Bregović purposely 
changes his rock-pop tunes in order to turn them into what is marketed and per-
ceived internationally as “Balkan music,” it follows that the changes carried out 
on the musical level could be regarded (at least by him, and presumably by his 
international audiences as well) as carriers of Balkanness. Furthermore, these 
changes should be identifiable by music analysis, which draws from Pettan’s 
claim that music analysis can reveal “the observable and measurable characteris-
tics of the process of music making” (1992: 2). Slobin offers a useful concept of 
code-switching, which he defines as “moving from one consistent set of co-
occurring rules to another” (1993: 85). In this case, the “rules” refer to music 
traits that coexist in a given style. These transformed melodies switch to the Bal-
kan code and obtain the Balkan label, which is also how they are marketed to the 
audience. As a result, and in consequence of the feedback loop (Katz 2004: 32), 
the audience recognises music with the same set of rules as Balkan.

In the case of Bregović’s music, for the purpose of this analysis the melody 
will be regarded as a constant, unchanging element (as it is frequently recycled 
in a roughly unchanged form). The code-switching can be traced in instrumenta-
tion, arrangements, meter and scale structure. The analysis then “becomes a 
process of untying a musical knot and seeing where all the strings come from” 
(Slobin 1993: 87). Slobin has applied the notion of code-layering to interpret us-
age of certain chords, melodies and rhythms, which in its results comes close to 
Malvinni’s (2004) score analysis of “classical” pieces tagged as having a “Gypsy” 
flavour. 

The analysis elaborated here revolves mainly around Bregović’s rear-
ranged pieces, as they provide a clear insight into the Balkanising process. The 
comparison of his older pieces and their Balkanised arrangements will reveal the 
process of construction of the sound so characteristic of Bregović. Furthermore, 
by comparing different (recycled) expressions of his melodies, it is possible to 
additionally discover what it is that makes Balkan sound. When it comes to re-
cycled tunes versus collages (see 4.2.1), some music features are more detectable 
in one than the other. Collage tunes are hybrids where melodic contours are of-
ten the only elements in common with the original tracks, while other aspects 
(such as instrumentation or rhythm) are susceptible to various changes in the 
new environment. In contrast, recycled tunes have a metric and tonal structure 
that can be somewhat constraining and sometimes keep subsequent versions too 
close to their initial rock-pop idiom to allow for significant stylistic and perfor-
mative discrepancies. However, both types of rearranged tunes – recycling and 
collage – provide a piece of the puzzle, complementing each other in providing 
insight into Bregović’s compositional techniques. In addition, the last sub-
chapter deals with an excerpt from Bregović’s Karmen score, and the ways the 
track Lamour stems but at the same time differs from Bizet’s original Habanera. 
The Carmen-vs.-Karmen discussion serves the same purpose as the analysis of 
rearranged pieces, as it shows the transformation of yet another musical idiom 
(“classical”) into a Balkanised one.

This section relates Bregović’s music to the musics of former Yugoslavia, 
which are one of his main sources (as elaborated in 2.2.1). In this text Serbian 
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music is used as a backdrop to Bregović’s oeuvre, due to his Wedding and Fu-
neral Band stemming heavily from Serbian brass music practice. However ex-
ploring his music’s links to other Balkan musics would, I argue, yield analogous 
conclusions. The same applies to selecting particular tunes for closer analysis; a 
comparative view of Mijatović’s study (2002) shows that another choice of ex-
amples yielded similar conclusions. An additional input into local music styles is 
provided by Pettan’s unpublished thesis about Gypsy music in Kosovo (1992). 
Mijatović (2002), Trifković (N.d.) and Vitas (2006) have each tackled certain 
pieces / phases of Bregović’s music career, and are useful references.21 

4.3.1. Tonal Structure

Stemming from traditional as well as from rock-pop music, Bregović’s 
tunes can be expected to carry music traits of both genres and – continuing his 
flirtation with folk music during the White Button period – to move in the mid-
dle ground between the two, which would arguably allow for successful hy-
brids. This can explain why, for instance, Bregović relatively rarely employs un-
tempered tonal structures (although they are common in vocal traditional music 
of the region), and focuses on tempered structures instead (which might facili-
tate more successful style blending). The analysis of his music shows that he 
mostly uses untempered singing in isolated excerpts for pure tone colour, as is 
the case with digitalised samples of heterophonic singing. The wealth of Balkan 
traditional music is only partly used by Bregović, with the important exception 
of brass music (see below). 

When it comes to the characteristic tonal structures of Bregović’s music, 
they follow the typical structures found in the region. They can mainly be placed 
within the framework of the major/minor and modal systems (the latter being 
partly relatable to Turkish makams – see below). With the minor scales, the most 
characteristic feature is the presence of the augmented second, either within a 
harmonic minor context or within a structure which has the tonic minor third 
and raised subdominant (for example, intro to 1999 Kalasnikof.mp3). In studies 
of Balkan music the augmented second has been widely recognised as an “Ori-
ental” trait, as a consequence of the Ottoman reign in the region (Stojkova 
Serafimovska 2006; see also Forry 2000: 931; Király 1978: 39). It is especially at-
tributed to Roma musicians, who – as main professional travelling musicians of 
the time – are considered to have contributed to dissemination of characteristics 
of Turkish music among the local population (Garfias 1981). Indeed, Malvinni 
confirms that in many regions scales with augmented seconds are referred to as 
“Gypsy scales” (2004). 
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Balkan traditional music and klezmer is insufficiently explored (Feldman 1994: 6).



The augmented second also features in a Turkish makam that is wide-
spread in Balkan music – namely, the hijaz makam (having in mind its microto-
nal features – see Figure 4.12). Its ubiquity is commented upon by many re-
searchers (Garfias 1981, Manuel 1989, Manuel 2002, Pennanen 2008, Pettan 1992: 
130), although others interpret the same scale as a derivate of the Phrygian mode 
due to the lowered second scale degree (Dimitrijevski 2008). In klezmer music, 
the same scale is known as Freygish (Manuel 1989: 89; Cravitz 2008: 2). Pen-
nanen devotes a whole article to this and related scales in Balkan musics and 
their supposed origin in Ottoman or ancient Greek modes (2008), whereas Gar-
fias reminds us that in Romania this makam is often referred to as the Gypsy 
makam (1981: 103; see also Kurkela 2007: 159). 

Figure 4.12. Phrygian mode and Hijaz makam 

In a version of the Phrygian mode known as Phrygian dominant mode, the 
third scale degree is sharpened (in the above example, G turns into G#) which 
brings the scale even closer to Hijaz (by forming an augmented second interval 
between the second and the third scale degree). Another important characteristic 
of Phrygian/Hijaz is the subdominant (A) that is a stable tone performing the 
role of the secondary tonic,22 and the natural seventh degree (D) performing the 
role of the dominant (Manuel 1989: 78). Finally, Hijaz characteristics are addi-
tionally highlighted in the characteristic harmonic progression, namely 
IV(minor)-III(major)-II(major)-I(minor/major). This progression is identified as 
common in other music styles (such as Andalusian music), and Manuel inter-
prets it as a firm argument for its presumed Middle-Eastern origin, again dis-
seminated by Roma musicians (ibid; Garfias 1981: 100). Dimitrijevski supports 
the idea of its Roma origin by claiming that the “Phrygian second” (i.e. the low-
ered second scale degree) has a “Roma sound” (2008: 16). The prevalence of this 
scale in many corners of Europe provokes Manuel to regard it as a “pan-regional 
form of harmonic usage” and “Mediterranean tonality” (1989: 90). Scott confirms 
Manuel’s findings and locates the Phrygian mode in a larger area, defining it as 
an instant connotation of Spanish music (1998: 319). It is also very common in 
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Bregović’s tunes: sometimes whole songs are based on the tonic of this scale, 
which perpetuates as the drone (example 2007 Pampur Galbeno.mp3). 

However, it is Manuel’s next remark that makes a very interesting point: 
“In Western terms this progression might be analyzed as i-VII-VI-V, but in the 
Andalusian context it should be seen as iv-III-II-I” (1989: 72). It enables a shifting 
of the tonal centre and viewing this scale as a harmonic minor (following the 
previous example displayed in Figure 4.12, it would be harmonic a-minor). It is 
exactly how this chord sequence (and, consequently, the whole scale) is regarded 
within the Balkan (musically trained) discourse, with its lowest tone being the 
dominant rather than the tonic. It relates to the so-called “new” type of multipart 
singing, which is widespread throughout (and beyond) the Dinaric region of the 
western Balkans – covering territories belonging to Bosnia and Hercegovina, 
Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia. Its music features are parallelism in singing 
parts (most of them all parallel thirds), all the way to the cadence where the 
voices split into the interval of the fifth, the lower part finishing on the dominant 
and the higher on the second scale degree:23 

Figure 4.13. Typical cadence in “on the bass” singing type 

Although predominantly in the major key, examples in minor are also 
common. This also shows the split between the final tone of the melody and the 
tonic of the melody, which in Western music are often the same (Pennanen 2008: 
138-140). Manuel states that the phenomenon of ending a phrase on a tone other 
than the tonic should be analysed outside Western tonality and music theory 
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Yugoslavia (Žganec 1951;  Dević 1970). It is important to remember that when instrumen-
tal accompaniment is present, such an ending is harmonised with the dominant function, 
the second tone of the scale being the fifth of the dominant chord. The open-ended ca-
dence is considered a part of the broader music repertoires of the (former Yugoslav) area 
(Dević 1970: 91; Fracile 1987: 28). It has been implied (Žganec 1951: 7) that this trait 
originated in the Dorian mode, but that in folk instrumental practice the ending on the 
tonic function (in Dorian mode) was replaced with the dominant function (in major 
mode).  The harmonically open ending on the dominant function has been commented 
upon as “sentimental and gloomy. [Songs with such a final tone] give an impression as if 
their singing will never end. The ending of every stanza opens a door for a new one” 
(ibid: 6). Additionally, the final tone of the melody resting on the fifth scale degree can be 
regarded as belonging to the same harmonic concept that is based on the melody ending 
with the dominant function. 



(2002: 318).24 In contrast, in non-Western musics it is not uncommon for a mel-
ody to finish on a tone different from the ‘key’ of that melody without disrupting 
its tonal centre, which is also what Figure 4.13 shows. The tonal centre of the 
melody based on Figure 4.13 would be F (and, consequently, F major chord), but 
the final tones are C and G (constituting the C major chord).

Applied to the Phrygian/Hijaz issue discussed above, this harmonic think-
ing results in a consequent shift of the tonal centre and perceiving such melodies 
as having a harmonic minor structure. Interestingly, all of Phrygian/Hijaz fea-
tures (such as the role of the subdominant and the seventh scale degree as the 
secondary dominant) retain comparable significance within the harmonic minor, 
as these tones become the tonic and the subdominant. 

Figure 4.14. Shifted tonal centres in Phrygian/Hijaz and harmonic minor structures 

The way one hears a specific pitch sequence and its tonal centre is far from 
unequivocal. Levitin claims that “entirely without our conscious awareness – 
our brains are keeping track of how many times particular notes are sounded, 
where they appear in terms of strong versus weak beats, and how long they last” 
(2006: 38). This statement does not help much, given the fact that both Phrygian/
Hijaz and harmonic minor have the same strong scale degrees (T/D, S/T, VII/S 
– see Figure 4.14). Nevertheless, there are subtle differences that can help in de-
termining the tonal centre. For instance, the half-tone between E and F in the ex-
ample above is characteristic of both scale types, but F# would indicate the (me-
lodic) minor scale, whereas it would be highly unlikely in Phrygian/Hijaz. Simi-
larly, natural G would result in the E-minor chord, which could exist in 
Phrygian/Hijaz but less so in the minor scale, which would gravitate towards 
(dominant) E-major chord (except in natural minor). 

Following Levitin’s remark, even if the question of scales could not be un-
questionably resolved, it could be possible to identify particular tunes as leaning 
more towards one or the other scale type. In fact, Bregović’s various arrange-
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are not,” as simple Western polarities of tonic and dominant do not apply, and concludes 
that “instead of oscillating between a reposeful ‘tonic’ and and unstable ‘dominant’ 
chord, these ostinatos are better seen as swinging, pendulum-like, between two compet-
ing tonal centers” (2002: 318-319). 



ments of a single tune allow for an interesting exploration into whether a par-
ticular arrangement inclines more towards Phrygian/Hijaz or harmonic minor. 
This is in accordance with Manuel’s observation about the contextual analysis of 
tunes gravitating towards two chords, “each with its own sort of stasis and pre-
dominance, which may vary in accordance with momentary melodic or rhythmic 
contexts” (2002: 332 – emphasis added). 

One of numerously recycled tunes, Čaje Šukarije, provides useful compari-
son material. Even in different versions of the same tune, it is possible to distin-
guish among the different ways the tonal centre is confirmed. Whether it is a 
conscious strategy from Bregović’s side is questionable (see also 4.4). Neverthe-
less, what can be concluded is that the arrangements that sound more “Balkan” 
arguably employ the “Orientalized” Hijaz variety, while those that are closer to 
the pop idiom gravitate towards the milder harmonic minor.

This tune is available in at least five versions (or six, if the original com-
posed by Esma Redžepova is counted – see 3.3 and 4.2.2). For this discussion, it 
is interesting to also include another, seventh version, released by the Turkish 
pop singer Candan Erçetin but not signed by Bregović (see 4.2.2 and Stokes 
2007): 

1. Performed by Esma Redžepova (example 1950s Esma Redzepova - Caje 
Sukarije.mp3)

2. Performed by Zdravko Čolić, signed by Bregović (example 1990 Caje 
Sukarije.mp3)

3. Underground soundtrack, signed by Bregović (example 1995 Cajesukarije.mp3)
4. Compilation of film music P.S., signed by Bregović (example 1996 Parfum 

Paranoia.mp3)
5. Performed by George Dalaras, signed by Bregović (example 1997 Me Lene 

Popi.mp3)
6. Performed by Kayah, signed by Bregović (example 1999 Caje Sukarije.mp3)
7. Performed by Candan Erçetin (example 1996 Sevdim Sevilmedim.mp3)

The structural comparison of the above tracks affirms that nº 1 (the origi-
nal, Redžepova version) inspired numbers 2 and 3, making them relatively in-
dependent versions. What was a child’s rap in nº 2 is replaced in nº 3 by an un-
credited heterophonic vocal passage performed by female singers. As for the 
forthcoming versions, numbers 5 and 6 are based on 2, as well as 4 (added with 
another collage, taken from an older WB tune), whereas 7 is a veritable copy of 3. 
The version from Underground  (nº 3) introduces brass musicians for the first time, 
which is the instrumentation that will remain in subsequent arrangements (even 
the ones structurally based on Čolić’s version – nº 2).
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Figure 4.15. Derivation of different arrangements of Čaje Šukarije

Figure 4.15. represents schematically the development of a single tune 
through its later versions (see also 4.4). In spite of structural similarities, each of 
the versions shows subtle differences, partly due to Bregović’s continuous work 
on the tune, and partly due to contributions made by different performers (sing-
ers as well as instrumentalists, but especially soloists). For example, Hijaz is very 
distinctive in Redžepova’s original version from the 1950s (nº 1 – example 1950s 
Esma Redzepova - Caje Sukarije.mp3), especially the solo intro on zurla25 and 
accordion, as well as subsequent instrumental solos. In the chorus, the harmonic 
progression IV-III-II-I ends with a minor chord, which is a clear indication of the 
Phrygian/Hijaz musical thinking (as opposed to a harmonic minor that would 
require a major chord in this place). The zurla solo centres the melody firmly in 
the Hijaz mode. 

The next version (nº 2: pop tune performed by Zdravko Čolić – example 
1990 Caje Sukarije.mp3) already introduces tonal ambiguity. Starting without 
instrumental accompaniment, the tune only acquires a clear tonal centre when 
the child’s rap starts. The ongoing drone in the bass retroactively places the be-
ginning motive in the harmonic minor (the drone being on the tonic – “A” in 
Figure 4.14). Furthermore, unlike the 1950s version, the verse consists of two 
phrases, the first ending with a clear (major) dominant chord and the second set-
tling on the tonic (which, if translated to a Hijaz context, would make a less 
characteristic major tonic chord and finishing on the subdominant). In contrast, 
the interpretation of this passage within the context of the harmonic minor re-
sults in a typical period structure. Finally, the zurla passage throughout the tune 
employs a natural (instead of flattened) 6th scale degree, which brings it even 
further away from Hijaz. If it were Hijaz, this tone would be the crucial 2nd scale 
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degree, the one forming the minor second in relation to the tonic. In harmonic 
minor though, the melody can seamlessly shift from harmonic to melodic minor 
and back. 

The Underground version (nº 3 – example 1995 Caje Sukarije.mp3) incorpo-
rates a new structural element: the bridge performed by Bulgarian singers. It is a 
phrase sung in the heterophonic-drone style. The lower part, traditionally on the 
tonic or the second scale degree, is placed here as if in the harmonic minor scale. 
On the other hand, the chorus (performed by brass instruments in parallel 
thirds) employs the natural seventh scale degree, destabilising the minor tonal 
centre and bringing it closer to Hijaz. The same applies to Erçetin’s version from 
the following year (nº 7 – example 1996 Sevdim Sevilmedim.mp3), as it almost 
entirely copies the Underground version, only replacing brass instruments with 
the leading female vocal. 

In contrast to all preceding versions, Parfum Paranoia (nº 4 – example 1996 
Parfum Paranoia.mp3) creates an entirely new tonal context, although using the 
same constructive elements. Broadly based on Čolić’s version from 1990 (and 
actually sampling his voice in the opening of the tune), it replaces child rap with 
a female rapper/singer. Its chorus is based on a WB song, Zamisli (example 1986 
Zamisli.mp3), with the tonal centre that gravitates towards Hijaz mode (to a 
larger extent, in comparison to other versions). However, the natural second and 
third scale degree make it a clear minor scale, with the sampled voice of Čolić 
only a temporary excursion into the subdominant key. Furthermore, this tune 
also employs the dominant function, which would (within Hijaz) make a some-
what uncommon major tonic chord. Although derived from the same Čaje Šu-
karije like all other versions, Parfum Paranoia entirely abandons its modal base 
and installs itself firmly in the realm of Western harmony. 

Finally, George Dalaras’ version from 1997 (nº 5 – example 1997 Me Lene 
Popi.mp3) reaffirms the same tonal vagueness like the one it is based on (Čolić’s 
version from 1990). The only change is at the very end of the tune, when the 
singer translates the main motive as if in the Western-based scale, only to finish 
on the D (harmonic minor) / T (Hijaz) like all other versions. The same applies 
to Kayah’s version (nº 6 – example 1999 Caje Sukarije.mp3), with the same drone 
(sometimes a double drone in parallel thirds), as well as an unstable 7th scale 
degree (implying an inclination towards Hijaz mode). 

Reflecting back on Levitin’s statement about the tonal centre being a sub-
jective issue (2006: 38), what the preceding analysis nevertheless shows is that 
each of the Čaje Šukarije versions is inclined to one or the other tonal framework, 
those closer to pop music (Čolić’s version, as well as Parfum Paranoia) gravitating 
more conclusively towards the minor scale. Such tonal ambiguity contributes to 
a certain opaqueness of Balkan music for those not familiar with it. This argua-
bly builds into the overall appeal of the style (to listeners who are less familiar 
with – or less interested in – intricacies of Balkan music or tonal centres), espe-
cially in combination with Bregović preferring his music to sound a bit “out of 
tune” (see 3.4). 
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4.3.2. Rhythmic, Metric and Formal Structure 

As in the case of tonal structures, Bregović’s music offers an unbalanced 
representation of Balkan music. Some music forms are emphasised, while others 
(arguably sounding less exotic) are neglected. For example, the widespread ru-
bato meter (occurring in tunes without a rhythmic pulse) is almost non-existent 
in Bregović’s music. The reason might be that many of his recent releases are 
based on the earlier White Button rock tunes, as well as the fact that rubato 
structures are suitable to be performed by soloists and small groups, and are 
significantly more difficult to perform by the big Wedding and Funeral Band. It 
is similar to the scarcity of untempered tonal structures, given his strong reliance 
on the WFB which consists of instruments with tempered tuning. 

The typical meters conform to the actual traditional music which mostly 
employs duple meters (and corresponding rhythms). The exotic potential of Bul-
garian and Macedonian music, famous for additive meters26 (even though their 
actual prominence in local music practices might be exaggerated and somewhat 
fuelled by outsiders’ interest), is only scarcely used by Bregović, whose tunes 
more often keep duple meters. It can be argued that melodies without a binary 
metric pulse are more difficult to dance to (especially for international audiences 
who are previously unfamiliar with such styles), which is why they are often 
omitted from Bregović’s releases intended for the international market. His recy-
cled tunes mainly remain in their original meter, although there are exceptions, 
such as the recent rearrangement of the old WB tune Za Esmu (example 2008 Za 
Esmu.mp3). Compared to the original rock song in 4/4 meter (example 1984 Za 
Esmu.mp3), the 2008 version from the CD Alkohol extends the last beat, which 
results in the exoticised 9/8 meter (2+2+2+3).

When it comes to rhythm, there are two main types. The first is less a 
rhythm than a texture technique: backbeat performed by brass instruments, of-
ten colloquially called the “Unza-Unza” style. Another name for it is estam, an 
onomatopoeic representation of two alternating drum kicks: es and tam (Pettan 
1992: 119). It is widespread in brass playing in Serbia, and it forms the major sty-
listic feature of the Serbian version of newly-composed folk music (see 2.2.1); its 
Serbian colloquial name is dvojka [two, or double] (Rasmussen 2002: 72). In in-
traregional music parlance, dvojka is associated with “energy, movement, the 
lightness of intricate footwork, playfulness, and sexual innuendo” (ibid: 112). A 
good example is the intro to 2002 Polizia Molto Arrabiata.mp3, which is in fact a 
Serbian chain dance (the second part of the intro being performed twice as fast 
than usual). Unlike, for instance, reggae music (where it happens on the even – 
second and fourth – beats), here the backbeat happens within every beat, divid-
ing it into smaller units that give an impression of a denser texture and faster 
tempo. It is frequently accompanied by a fast tonic-dominant switch in the in-
strument performing the role of the bass. It is especially noticeable in the Karmen 
arrangement of Habanera (example 2007 Lamour.mp3 – see also Appendix 2) 
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where the tuba provides the backbeat. This example shows even more extreme 
rhythmic-metric interventions, which are further elaborated in 4.3.3. 

The second rhythm is an almost unavoidable segment of Balkanised tunes. 
It is present in the majority of examples throughout Bregović’s career as Balkan 
composer, from 1991 Venzinadiko.mp3 to 2008 Zamisli.mp3. In one of its local 
names and spellings, it is known as čoček [pron. chochek] and it refers to a dance 
type related to belly dancing (Silverman 2012: 27-30; Szeman 2009: 106). In fact, 
one of the first Bregović’s film tunes (example 1988 Kustino oro.mp3) is identi-
fied as a “well-known Gypsy čoček” (Trifković N.d). It is regarded as stemming 
from Turkish music (from the “night club genre” köçekçe – Pettan 1992: 178) and 
spread throughout the region through Roma professional ensembles (Silverman 
1996: 236), for which reason it is often regarded as being of Roma origin and 
hence inauthentic (labelled as alien or – in local vernacular – “Oriental”). It is a 
common element of Turkish and in general Middle-Eastern (Arabic) music, 
where it is known under different names. Within klezmer tradition, this rhythm 
is known as bulgar (Feldman 1994: 13). It is most often performed by percussion 
instruments, and its main characteristic is the syncopated first beat, which is re-
sponsible for the rhythm’s “groove” (Buchanan 2007c: 241). The second beat is 
usually accentuated and sometimes itself syncopated: 

Figure 4.16. Some of the (many) varieties of čoček rhythm27 
that can be located in Bregović’s music 

The overall form of Bregović’s releases reflects pop-rock music as a source. 
Unlike traditional music, which is broadly structured into a sequence of verses, 
Bregović’s tunes show a more developed structure stemming from pop music, 
alternating verses and choruses, intercepted with bridges and instrumental so-
los. A closer look at these tunes often reveals their collage origin, which affects 
both the level of the single phrase as well as the overall structure of the song. 
When it comes to single phrases, they usually (especially in faster tunes intended 
for dancing) have an 8-bar length. In slower tunes though – and often in those 
that stem from several different sources – phrase length can be extended. For ex-
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ample, the tune Elo Hi discussed in 4.2.1. (example 1994 Elo Hi.mp3) consists of 
three segments coming from three different WB tunes. On the joint between the 
first and the second phrase there is an added passage (see Figure 4.8, last meas-
ure in the first system) that allows for a smoother transition from one segment of 
the collage to another. The phrase extension sometimes appears unrelated to the 
collage joints: for example, in the rearranged Habanera the original phrase (last-
ing 4 measures) is rewritten into 8 measures, but then the last two measures are 
augmented, resulting in a 12-bar phrase (example 2007 Lamour.mp3 – see also 
4.3.3. and Appendix 2). 

In the process of recycling his earlier tunes, Bregović skilfully puts the 
same music phrase in different contexts, changing its texture and scoring, en-
trusting the same parts variously to vocal and instrumental performers. In gen-
eral, once the position of the structural elements is re-established in the first ar-
rangement, Bregović keeps them intact in other versions. In the initial interven-
tion, though, there are many cases of one song’s verse becoming another song’s 
bridge, and so on. For instance, in the case of the above mentioned Elo Hi, the 
original chorus and verse retain the same function, whereas the guitar solo from 
the original WB tune becomes the (vocal/instrumental) bridge in the subsequent 
versions. Similarly, the verse of Dalaras’ Tis Agapis Sou To Risko (example 1997 Tis 
Agapis Sou to Risko.mp3) was the chorus of Čolić’s tune released in the same 
year (example 1997 Ajde, Ajde, Jasmina.mp3).

4.3.3. Instruments and Performing Style 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Bregović’s career shows his shift 
from rock-pop via film to world music. It is similarly possible to follow the evo-
lution of his expressive tools, understood here as vocal/instrumental colours on 
his music palette. In his film music and early stage projects (see 3.2) he used ex-
cerpts from traditional music as soundscapes intended to create metamusical 
meanings, such as the – otherwise unrelated – usage of Dalmatian klapa singing 
in La Reine Margot soundtrack (example 1994 U te sam se zaljubia.mp3). In this 
phase he often used sampled ambient sounds, typical of early world music (Mi-
jatović 2002: 54). In his subsequent projects though, he evolved from the general 
hybrid (yet ambiguous) “world music” label to the more concrete “Balkan” label, 
which provided his music with an added level of authenticity (see 5.1). In the 
same period he stopped using samples and founded his Wedding and Funeral 
Band (see 3.4). 

The founding of the WFB determined Bregović’s final shift towards the 
Balkan music idiom. From 1991 (Protopsalti release) the WFB is already the 
backbone of music signed by Bregović. Brass instruments (supported by differ-
ent kinds of percussion) have the central role, spanning from grandiose stage 
productions involving up to 70 musicians, to his current ensemble consisting of 
only a dozen performers. They give his music a firm Balkan code, enabling in-
stant Balkanisation of arranged tunes. 

163



Except for the vocal section (see below), the instrumental core of the WFB 
follows the format of many brass orchestras throughout the central Balkans. It 
consists of trumpets (2), saxophone / clarinet, tenor horn (3), tuba and drum. 
Bigger instrumentations can also include flugelhorn, bass flugelhorn, helicon or 
trombone (Golemović 1997: 216-217). Apart from the brass core, the WFB used to 
encompass diverse traditional wind instruments, such as frula (pipe), zurla (see 
footnote 25), gajde (bagpipe), kaval (end-blown flute) and so on. As already men-
tioned, Bregović’s 1990s projects additionally involved other local (Greek, Turk-
ish, Polish) instruments. As well as wind instruments, percussive instruments 
such as tapan/goč (big drum, often with a small crash cymbal installed on top), 
doboš (small drum) – both played with sticks – or darbuka (goblet drum) also con-
stitute an integral part of the brass ensemble. The unconventional instrumenta-
tion (in comparison with Western music) and textures where brass instruments 
play fast tunes create an incongruous effect; moreover, their “odd arrangements 
... produce a tottering, trailing feeling – create a corporeal sense of excess” 
(Gourgouris 2005: 339). 

In its early phases the WFB also included the string section (4 first violins, 
3 second violins, two violas, two violoncellos, double bass). Mijatović notes that, 
in spite of its “Gypsy” core, such an orchestral setting was conceptualised in a 
“symphonic manner” (2002: 52). Elaborating on the complexity of WFB orches-
trations (unlikely for local traditional music), she states that 

[T]he role of instruments in the [WFB] is determined by their absolute pitch and 
their technical features. Thus the flugelhorns play the melody in [parallel] thirds, 
the bass flugelhorns play the harmonic accompaniment and the bass [helicon] the 
root tones of the harmony, while the drum with crash cymbal is responsible for the 
rhythmical basis (ibid: 57-58).

As mentioned before, in local projects (see 3.3) the WFB has cooperated 
with numerous musicians playing regional varieties of wind and string instru-
ments. For example, Protopsalti’s release (1991) involved the local variety of 
zournas; Dalaras’ release (1997) involved bouzouki / outi / baglamas / tzouras; 
Kayah’s release (1999) involved a Polish kapela (band) to support the WFB, and 
Krawczyk’s (2001) a small singing group. It results in unusual combinations, es-
pecially in the context of a live or non-amplified performance. For example, join-
ing a voice or a plucked string instrument with the full-blown brass section 
(such as in the Greek and Polish versions of Elo Hi – examples 1991 Theos an 
Einai.mp3 and 1999 Jesli Bog istnieje.mp3 respectively) would be impossible be-
cause the chordophone instruments would not be heard. Likewise, in its tradi-
tional context which served as a source of inspiration for Bregović, (Serbian) 
brass music is almost exclusively an instrumental practice; however in Brego-
vić’s Balkanised Balkan music, it is routinely amalgamated with other vocal/
instrumental performers.

With regard to the overall traditional music corpus of the region, there are 
instruments that are selectively included, whereas others are neglected. For in-
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stance, one of the instrument groups neglected by Bregović (except when pro-
vided by local guest musicians) is the various types of plucked string instru-
ments. Very prominent in Balkan music (from different sorts of cimbaloms in 
Hungary and Romania to tambura in the former Yugoslavia to bouzouki in 
Greece), they are much less present in Bregović’s projects. Likewise, the accor-
dion that is an intrinsic part of post-WWII folk music in former Yugoslavia, is 
rarely employed by Bregović. Interestingly, it features in some earlier examples 
he used as a source (such as the original Čaje Šukarije – example 1950s Esma 
Redzepova - Caje Sukarije.mp3), but it vanishes from later arrangements. Where 
it is reincorporated (such as in the Polish release – example 2001 Daj mi drugie 
zycie.mp3), it seems to be only one of the local (in this case Polish) “colours” 
rather than a part of the Balkan code. In spite of its popularity throughout the 
region, in the contemporary Balkan sound (as constructed by Bregović) the ac-
cordion had a marginal role until recently.28 Similarly, the solo violin which is – 
maybe even more than brass – internationally recognised as a stereotypical 
“Gypsy” instrument (Malvinni 2004) is underrepresented in Bregović’s ar-
rangements. 

The vocal section is another cornerstone of Bregović’s concert perform-
ances. This applies both to soloists (guest performers or belonging to the stan-
dard WFB setting) and backing vocals (especially the Bulgarian duo who over 
time evolved into soloists). The role of vocals applies the least to Bregović’s own 
singing, that decreases over time as he leaves the main singing role to other band 
members. He nonetheless remains centre stage, at the guitar and/or laptop, in 
his usual white outfit and with a glass in his hand, conducting and steering the 
performance. 
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Figure 4.17. Goran Bregović in performance29

The different sections of Bregović’s ensemble correspond to different codes 
amalgamated in his music. In early phases of his international projects he 
worked with a male choir group consisting of 15 tenors and basses (Mijatović 
2002: 56). A constructed reference to Orthodox Christianity, they were utilised by 
Bregović to send a message of multiculturalism and reconciliation (misnaming 
the choir as coming from Belgrade Orthodox Church  – a non-existent religious en-
tity – while instead, it was the choir of Church of St. Michael the Archangel in 
Belgrade): 

We brought the string musicians from Sarajevo Philharmonic,  and a vocal ensem-
ble from Belgrade Orthodox Church. That is how we retained this allegoric level 
(Ferina 2002). 

The strong vibrato of the deep male voices stands in stark contrast to the 
female group singing in peasant style, his “Bulgarian voices” (Goran Bregović 
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2002; see also Buchanan 1997 and 2.3) that contribute to the “mystery”30 and the 
“out-of-tune” (Alempijević 2002) ingredient of the WFB. These backing vocalists 
started as a quartet stemming from the world-famous Bulgarian “Philip Koutev” 
ensemble, to be condensed over the years down to the singing duo, sisters Dan-
iela and Ludmila Radkova. Starting from short passages intended to enrich the 
soundscape with heterophonic singing (example 1995 Caje Sukarije.mp3), their 
role evolved into core members of the WFB, without whom

Goran’s music would remain only a reminiscence of the White Button tunes, and 
would never become “Goran Bregović” ... There is noone [sic] who can stay indif-
ferent to the force of Balkan music (Markovski 2008).

Figure 4.18. “Bulgarian Voices” of the WFB, 
wearing costumes typical of Western and Eastern Bulgaria’s traditional clothes31

In this early phase, the backing vocals were entrusted with providing an 
already established soundscape, the “manufactured, postpeasant singing style” 
(Slobin 1993: 20). They were used by Bregović for instant Balkanising, to trans-
form rock tunes into traditional-sounding music (example 1993 TV Screen; see 
also Figure 4.9). In later projects they receive more expressive and structurally 
relevant tasks, even whole numbers (example 2008 Venzinatiko.mp3). In their 
singing can be observed some of the typical features of Balkan vocal practices, 
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31 Reprinted with kind permission of Veni Markovski.



such as exclamations (example 2007 Pampur Galbeno.mp3). Interestingly, in 
contrast to their supposed traditional and “natural” singing, their parts are in 
fact the ones most precisely directed by Bregović: “Unlike the [instrumentalists], 
who can improvise, and that is part of the game, the phenomenal Bulgarian 
singers are only following what’s written by Goran” (Markovski 2008). With the 
repeated reference to their Bulgarian “pedigree” (cf. Buchanan 1997), Bregović is 
invoking yet another code to work with – the image of the ancient, prehistoric 
sound of the Balkans. 

Another music feature Bregović constructs as Balkan code is Roma singing. 
This imagined sound created by the imagined people speaking an imagined lan-
guage is a true voice of the blurry, indefinite, “not-quite” Balkans (see 2.1 and 
5.2). In fact, Bregović testified as to not speaking Romani himself, and hiring a 
translator to help him compile the lyrics for Karmen, which again shows a certain 
inventedness of his Romani words, allowing him to prioritise the words’ intona-
tion over their meaning (Grujić and Nikčević 2012). Over the years Bregović 
worked with many Romani musicians, one of the most famous singers being the 
late Šaban Bajramović (example 2002 Sex.mp3). His powerful vocal timbre and 
individual style seem to match Bregović’s aversion to music in tune and his 
preference for music “out of tune” (as already noted before – Mijatović 2002: 53, 
Alempijević 2002). He likewise supports his preference for “spontaneous” (ver-
sus educated) musicians by stating that “the difference between a spontaneous 
and an educated musician is that the spontaneous musician always completes 
the given task more perfectly” (Trifković N.d).

Even the singers / WFB members who are not of Romani descent seem to 
appropriate the music aesthetics Bregović attributes to Gypsy style, and even 
sing in Romani (example 1999 Caje Sukarije.mp3). The exotic value of Gypsies is 
affirmed at every step, from the intro to Kalašnjikov starting with Bregović ex-
claiming “Cigani, juriš!” [Gypsies, charge!] (example 1995 Kalasnjikov.mp3) to 
“Gypsified” French in the Karmen version of Habanera.

“Karmen with a happy ending” allows for an interesting comparison be-
tween the Gypsy sound as imagined by Bizet (in 1875) and Bregović (in 2007). 
Furthermore, having in mind all Bregović’s presumptions about Gypsies, their 
character and music (see 5.2), it is possible to look for specific music traits in 
Karmen in order to reveal the core of Gypsiness (cf. Malvinni 2004) mediated by 
him. The fact that Bregović has made scores available of (most of) Karmen tracks 
(including the central Lamour) enables a two-step analysis: firstly, between the 
original Habanera score and arranged Lamour score and, secondly, between the 
notated and sung Lamour (example 2007 Lamour.mp3; see Appendices 2 and 3).

At first glance, Habanera and Lamour scores reveal a significantly different 
texture. Habanera, a solo aria, is accompanied by a syncopated ostinato phrase 
rendered by strings (except in the chorus where wind instruments and choir join 
in). In contrast, Lamour (after a short intro in the major key, lacking in Habanera), 
a male-female duet, is followed by the main rhythm in tuba and short backbeat 
staccato in the rest of the brass ensemble. Lamour is in duple meter compared to 
Habanera, so what was a 2-measure phrase in Habanera is notated as a 4-measure 
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phrase in Lamour. The syncopated motive on the tonic chord, performed by vio-
loncelli and stretching over 1 measure, becomes a 2-measure T-(VII-T-)D motive 
in tuba. Interestingly, the syncopated rhythm of Habanera would have perfectly 
fitted into the čoček rhythm (mentioned above). However, Bregović chose to ac-
company the main singing phrase with the dvojka-backbeat instead (see 4.3.2). 
The backbeat accompaniment, in combination with the faster tempo, makes the 
texture appear even denser. But what is especially striking in the comparison of 
the two vocal phrases is the shifting of the beat, which results in the change in 
the strong-weak ratio. The main vocal phrase in Habanera starts with an upbeat 
(weak beat), whereas Lamour begins on the strong beat. This and the backbeat 
accompaniment are arguably the most effective interventions Bregović intro-
duced when he rearranged Habanera. 

A closer inspection of notations of the two main vocal phrases reveals ad-
ditional differences. Some of them are subtle, such as Bregović opting for a 
sharper syncopated rhythm (Lamour, measure 14) instead of the original triplet 
(Habanera, measure 5, Carmen’s part). Yet others are conspicuous, such as the 
duration of the main phrase, which is extended at the end by augmenting the 
final tones. Thus the phrase, originally lasting 4 measures, first turns into 8 
measures (due to the changed meter) and is then extended to 12 measures. Fur-
thermore, at the end of the (repeated) verse  there is a short interception by back-
ing vocals (Appendix 3, pages 4-5, measures 61-69) notated in the part of the fe-
male soloist, singing nonsensical syllables (vaguely deriving from colloquial 
speech). This short excerpt, performed by Bulgarian singers, ends with the ex-
clamation on an indefinite-pitch note (borrowed from traditional music) which is 
not captured in the notation. 

Another remarkable change is the “Gypsifying” of the lyrics. The original 
solo aria turns into a duet singing in parallel thirds, which is an unlikely tradi-
tional vocal technique but a common instrumental technique (such as in two 
trumpets in the same tune, playing throughout in parallel thirds – also in 1988 
Kustino oro.mp3). The words are not listed on the CD sleeve and do not corre-
spond to Romani language, which does not mean that they are meaningless. In 
fact, they are a pseudo-homophone version of the original French lyrics. So, in 
the first sung phrase 

In this way, by transforming the familiar into the unfamiliar and blurring the 
sound (and hence meaning) of understandable lyrics, Bregović creates a meta-
language, an almost-language, comparable to the hazy image of the Balkans 
themselves. However, this action simultaneously displaces his Roma singers as it 
denies them a voice, reducing them to a mere reflection, a paraphrase, of the 
source lyrics. 

The second level of comparison mentioned above focuses on the Lamour 
notation as opposed to the released audio track. Unlike the Carmen notation, 

L’amour est un oiseau rebelle Lamour et en ua zo rebel

Que nul ne peut apprivoiser Kinil ni pet a privuaze 
becomes 
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which is prescriptive, the Karmen notation is descriptive and is intended (accord-
ing to Bregović) for other ensembles to take over and play themselves (see 3.4). It 
presents nonetheless only a rough approximation of the recorded sound. For ex-
ample, the whole percussion section is missing from the notation, and there are 
many details of the performance that are imprecisely written (such as the bari-
tones’ part during the verse) or omitted altogether (trumpets during the verse). 
The intro ends with a clear interval of a major third played by the trumpets, that 
is however notated as a plain unison. Further in the notation, there are even 
missing measures (shortening of phrases). Another possibility, of course, is that 
this notation was also conceived as prescriptive, and that the actual discrepancy 
with the actual performance stems from improvisations occurring during the 
recording process. 

In addition, the Karmen notation shows some of the inherent flaws of nota-
tion, which makes it an imperfect tool for representing sound (Bohlman 2005: 
213-215). It is especially unsuited to depicting details of the vocal performance, 
where (according to Malvinni 2004) the core of Gypsified sound resides. It also 
fails to indicate the singers’ strained vocal technique close to peasant singing 
(Kushleva, in Mijatović 2002: 64). Likewise, many of the vocal ornaments are 
missing. For example, the first phrase could be represented closer to the actual 
sound: 

Figure 4.19. The first Lamour phrase in two versions – Bregović’s score 
(see Appendix 3) and transcribed from the recording (example 2007 Lamour.mp3)

The transcribed (rather than prescriptive) notation shows the presence of 
mordents, trills and other ornaments that contribute to the feeling of wavering, 
imprecise rhythm and pitch, a desired state Bregović dubbed as being “out of 
tune.” Indeed, it can be argued that it is exactly this “impreciseness” and strong 
vibrato (bordering on being out-of-tune) that make Roma music so expressive, 
and that are at the core of this music’s appeal to the audience. 
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4.3.4. The Ins and Outs of Balkanised Sound 

Although marketed to the audience as the genuine representation of Bal-
kan musics, the tunes analysed above only partially reflect traditional music 
styles of the region. This idea mirrors Bohlman’s thoughts that the self uses mu-
sic to represent itself by constructing that music as different from the other’s 
music (2005: 222-223). Being implicitly defined as non-Western Europe (see 2.1), 
Balkan music is being reshaped (and is constantly reshaping) to be a suitable 
counterpoint to whatever Western European music is. 

Bregović’s pieces give an insight into what are (marketed as) labels of 
musical Balkanness. Some of the music features discussed are corroborated by 
Vitas, who is in search of traditional music elements in the music of the White 
Button: trills, tertiary parallelism, scales with augmented seconds, drone, back-
beat, alternating of the tonic and the dominant in the bass (2006: 29-31). About 
the augmented second, she claims that 

it is the surest, most reliable and fastest means to give a tune the ‘folk’ colour. ... 
The augmented second is so thoroughly used that it led to [music] being satu-
rated, which resulted in [the augmented second] being regarded as a ‘cheap’ solu-
tion. It also applies to the 7/8 [meter], and especially to their combination (ibid: 
30).

As mentioned before, many of the traits observed can be linked back to 
Turkish (Ottoman) influences. In his study about Gypsy music in Kosovo, Pettan 
sees many of the above mentioned music traits – Hijaz mode (and all scales with 
augmented second), additive metric structures and drone – as characteristic Ot-
toman influences (1992: 130). The situation is additionally complicated by the 
Roma as the possible intermediate step in music transmission: in many regions 
the scales with augmented second are called “Gypsy scales” or considered to 
have “Gypsy flavour” (Dimitrijevski 2008), and Malvinni establishes a direct link 
between Hijaz and Gypsy music (2004: 116, 153). Therefore, the musical traits 
identified as “folk” by Vitas in the quote above are at the same time regarded as 
tokens of Oriental influence. This paradox (of the same musical features being 
simultaneously regarded as indigenous and appropriated) cannot be easily re-
solved, as it relies heavily on broader cultural histories and the ways each ethnic 
community engages with its problematic Balkan identity in relation to the centu-
ries of Ottoman reign (Pennanen 2008; see also 2.1.3). 

The “Hijaz vs. harmonic minor” debate is illustrative of local cultural poli-
cies being involved in musical de-Ottomanization (Todorova 1997: 180-181). Ac-
cording to the mainstream ethnomusicological curriculum in the former Yugo-
slavia, this (very common) tonal structure would be interpreted, as explained 
above, as an unquestionable harmonic minor with the cadence on the dominant. 
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Although referred to (in academic texts) as an “Oriental” or “Balkan” scale,32 
creating a final link with Hijaz would nevertheless be deemed unacceptable 
within the local academic discourses. Viewing one of the core tonal structures as 
originally Ottoman (hence, Oriental; hence, non-European – see 2.1) would be a 
highly undesirable interpretation that would compromise the very core of the 
music’s declared authenticity and indigenousness. 

I personally hear these tunes as harmonic minor with an open cadence 
(ending on the dominant function), which might be a consequence of my 
conservatory-based musical training in Serbia.33 To my knowledge, conclusive 
research about how local (as opposed to international) listeners perceive this to-
nal structure has never been carried out. Neither has a firm link been made be-
tween this scale perceived as ending in an open cadence with otherwise wide-
spread multipart singing with the same open cadence (see Figure 4.13). A rare 
reference is offered by Žganec, who claims that songs with the open cadence on 
the dominant function

have a great life force and therefore have since recently penetrated into other mu-
sic styles … Some arrangers of folk music have tried to harmonically arrange these 
songs as if in the context of a Dorian or Aeolian mode, and have tried to put the 
final tone in the context of the tonic harmony. However, it turned out that, as a 
consequence of such arrangements, these songs completely lost their character, 
and often the singers themselves could not recognise them anymore as their songs. 
It proves once again that this ending [with the melody resting on the second scale 
degree, harmonised with the open cadence] gives these songs their characteristic 
style, … and that this trait is an indicator of a deeper aesthetic substance (1951: 7). 

As mentioned above, mainstream ethnomusicological discourses from the 
western Balkans are hesitant to confirm the musical remnants of the Ottoman 
presence, and choose to conceptualise local traditional musics as stemming from 
other sources (such as Greek modes, Byzantine music, church music or Western 
music – Pennanen 2008). Disregarding the diachronic aspect of the centuries-old 
Ottoman presence in the region (as discussed in 2.1), they petrify and construct 
this influence as unidirectional and timeless, choosing to substitute the undesir-
able Ottoman/Oriental label with notions of the more appropriate ancient Greek 
or church music influences. Also, in their focus on mostly “pure” and archaic 
(pre-modern, pre-urbanised) music practices, these discourses often tend to ne-
glect various recent music practices and urban influences, which effectively ex-
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33 The same has been confirmed to me by current students of ethnomusicology in Bel-
grade (in 2009), as well as an array of musically untrained individuals. To the contrary, in 
my conversations with Dutch fans of Balkan Beat (see 2.3) I have often raised this ques-
tion and always got a firm reply in favour of Phrygian/Hijaz.



cludes Ottoman influences that were primarily disseminated through cities. 
Pennanen confirms this point, stating that 

In spite of the multifaceted Ottoman past, Balkan national histories of music usu-
ally concentrate exclusively on local forms of Western art music, and national 
church and folk music. Historians marginalise Ottoman music in national dis-
course and tend to exclude it from the canon of national music. This marginalisa-
tion, or rather the negation of the Ottoman past, has had a long-lasting, powerful 
effect on Balkan folk music research: instead of historical facts, music studies are 
often based on an imagined Orient and speculative Oriental influence (2008: 130).

Later in the text he claims that “Balkan scholars have tended to apply a 
Western scale concept to musics which function more or less in terms of other 
principles” (ibid). This is arguably what has happened in Serbian (former Yugo-
slav) music education and broader academic discourse, which could have 
caused subsequent generations of musically trained people (including myself) to 
hear such tunes as harmonic minor with an open cadence, instead of as a modal 
structure derived from Hijaz. 

In addition, multipart singing which also utilises the open cadence (see 
Figure 4.13) could likewise be related to perceiving the Hijaz mode as a har-
monic minor. Having in mind the centuries of Ottoman influence (15th to the 
early 20th) and written sources about emerging of multipart singing with the 
open cadence in the western parts of the region (late 19th century – Dević 1970: 
57-60, Golemović 1997: 140), conclusions can be drawn about a possible interre-
lation between the two. In spite of the already noted resistance in local academic 
discourses toward presumed Ottoman influences, the centuries-long presence of 
Turkish and Arabic modes in the regional musical life would have exposed the 
local populations to types of scales in which the final tone of the tune and the 
tonal centre are not the same tone. It could have made local musicians and audi-
ences more aurally susceptible to the emergence of the new type of multipart 
singing: the imported style based on Western harmonies, added with a local 
“spice” – cadence on the dominant. In any case, such a hypothesis would have to 
be confirmed by additional research thoroughly examining local music styles 
with regard to their possible Ottoman origins, also having in mind the dia-
chronic perspective of these styles’ developments. 

Returning to the music of Goran Bregović, the actual (or perceived) origin 
of discussed musical traits notwithstanding, in his music they carry a clear Bal-
kan label, as their authenticity becomes irrelevant for this music’s current audi-
ence. From his early samples to today’s live acts, it is possible to follow several 
musical threads that are represented to his audience as genuine Balkan sound. 
The original tune undergoes the process of Balkanisation, in order to create an 
exotic product to sell to his worldwide audiences, but in an extent and format 
that keeps it understandable enough for these audiences. Only the mild, tame 
version of Balkan music is absorbable by the international market (see Chapter 
5). 
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Recognised as the proponent of the Balkan sound, in Bregović’s local pro-
jects (see 3.3) his name and face are always used to market the music as Balkan. 
He builds his image (and especially the image of his Wedding and Funeral Band) 
as playing authentic Balkan music. This is visible, for example, in the nickname 
“Bulgarians” or “Bulgarian Voices” he uses to refer to the female vocal group 
within the WFB, which is an obvious reference to the Le Mystère des voix bulgares 
(Buchanan 1997). As a result, the Balkans defined by Bregović as “everything 
between Budapest and Istanbul” (Heineken Rock Interview 1997) are once again 
blended into a blurry space with (to outsiders) an amorphous and unrecognis-
able shape (see 2.1.2). 

Bregović’s quintessential representatives of Balkan sounds are the Roma, 
to whom he readily attributes numerous positive stereotypes (see 5.2). He builds 
his image of Gypsies on the practice of professional Roma ensembles who in the 
past were involved in music trafficking throughout the region (Silverman 1996: 
248), and constructs the Roma as masters of brass music.34 He often uses Roma 
language (and performers) for his Balkan tunes, a practice which can be related 
to the process of language code-switching described by Friedman (2006), when a 
single tune is performed in different languages. His discussion shows the dy-
namics of power expressed in the juxtaposition of multilingual lyrics. However, 
Bregović’s choice of language rather points to the lack of language, as he sym-
bolically denies a voice to all other Balkan nations, except sometimes for the 
Roma, who stand to metonymically represent the whole region. In a similar vein, 
his transforming of “Our Father” (in some of the tracks involving the “Ortho-
dox” singing of the male choir) or deriving nonsensical syllables from existing 
Balkan dialects serves the same purpose. These verses are not expected to be un-
derstood by the audience, but rather to create an image of a meta-language, a 
generic language expression of the blurry Balkans or, in Lemon’s words, to index 
authentic marginality (1996: 487; see also Szeman 2009: 108-109).35 In this way, 
the exclamation Evropa! [Europe!] at the beginning of Polizia Molto Arrabiata (ex-
ample 2002 Polizia Molto Arrabiata.mp3) becomes the whole Balkans’ inconsol-
able cry for Europe. 

Finally, it is important to note that Gypsiness (as constructed by Bregović) 
is not an innate property but one that can be learned or obtained (in contrast to 
the research conducted within actual Roma communities which shows that there 
might exist an inherently Roma playing technique – Pettan 1992). The occasions 
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34 Interestingly, and in accordance with the stated claim that they play others’ music, Pet-
tan reports that Roma brass playing is an appropriated practice prompted by market 
needs. He further explains how, in Kosovo, Roma musicians only play brass music for 
Serbian and Croatian audiences, concluding that “[i]t is likely that Gypsies adopted this 
ensemble type from Serbs, with whom they regularly compete at the brass band festival 
in Guča, Central Serbia” (1992: 185).

35 This is in accordance with Taylor’s comment on nonsensical syllables in world music 
commodified into a handy package containing “the world,” with listeners “exchanging 
this for a more particular experience of real music from a certain people, place and cul-
ture, which would require a good deal of time, energy, and work” (2007: 206). 



of non-Roma singing in Romani or playing in the “Gypsy” brass band imply that 
there are specific and concrete musical characteristics that one can appropriate in 
order to sound “Gypsy.” Whether it is – in the case of singing, as the Lamour 
analysis shows – a specific intonation, voice timbre, vibrato or trills, it shows the 
reverse trend. Instead of the Roma being accused (in older texts) of “stealing” 
music from others, here it is these others who appropriate and play the music 
labelled as Romani (which is also discussed in recent scholarly work – e.g. Sil-
verman 2012: 156). 

4.4. Memetic Replication of Bregović’s Musical Patterns 
Whether it is his own or others’ music Bregović is reusing, one of charac-

teristic features of his compositional activities is recycling and collage (see 4.2 
and Figure 4.15). Building on the discussion about intertextuality introduced in 
4.1 and on memetics introduced in 1.2, this section explores Bregović’s recurrent 
recycling and places it in the larger context of musical borrowing. Among the 
artists themselves, the idea of artistic borrowing is neither new, nor subject to 
ethical considerations: Kleon (2012) boldly advises his readers to “steal like art-
ists” and gives numerous suggestions on how to steal, who to steal from and so 
on. He quotes T.S. Eliot who wrote that “immature poets imitate; mature poets 
steal” which in itself is a (memetic) version of a very similar statement attributed 
to Picasso, that “good artists copy, great artists steal.” The artistic world abounds 
in statements justifying, glorifying, admitting or plainly acknowledging the art 
of borrowing.36 

Musical borrowing has been dealt with in many studies, using many ap-
proaches, although they have usually been focused on a specific repertoire (and 
mostly within Western art music). The somewhat amorphous nature of the re-
search on musical borrowing is also reflected in the terminology. This offers a 
vast range of concepts, starting from a broad “musical influence” which sees 
music compositions as “relational events rather than ... closed and static entities” 
(Korsyn 1991: 15), via the more narrow “musical borrowing” (Burkholder 1994), 
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36  Apart from Kleon (2012) who interwove his own thoughts with a rich collection of 
quotes on artistic stealing (such as Wilson Mizner’s “if you copy from one author, it’s 
plagiarism, but if you copy from many, it’s research” - Kleon 2012: 36), there are other 
famously candid thoughts, such as the one attributed to Bob Dylan (“Steal a little, and 
they put you in jail. Steal a lot, and they make you king”), or those expressed by Jim 
Jarmusch in his “Golden rules” (2004): “Nothing is original. Steal from anywhere that 
resonates with inspiration or fuels your imagination. Devour old films, new films, music, 
books, paintings, photographs, poems, dreams, random conversations, architecture, 
bridges, street signs, trees, clouds, bodies of water, light and shadows. Select only things 
to steal from that speak directly to your soul. If you do this, your work (and theft) will be 
authentic. Authenticity is invaluable; originality is nonexistent.  And don’t bother con-
cealing your thievery - celebrate it if you feel like it.  In any case, always remember what 
Jean-Luc Godard said: ‘It’s not where you take things from - it’s where you take them 
to.’”



to the rather vague “transplant process” of “musical allusions” (Cope 2003: 22). 
These partially overlapping terms show differences in delineating the issue, al-
though all of them acknowledge and emphasise the difference between these 
phenomena, on the one hand, and the broader issues of composers adopting a 
certain style (without actually borrowing any musical material), on the other. 
Feld’s widely quoted, over-encompassing concept of “schizophonic mimesis,” 
although focusing specifically on the “afterlife” of recordings, nevertheless raises 
the same question of how “sonic copies, echoes, resonances, traces, memories, 
resemblances, imitation, and duplications all proliferate histories and possibili-
ties” (2000a: 263). 

The term intertextuality itself has been applied with varying success: 
Burkholder assessed it as being too broad and unable to tackle the questions of 
“priority and derivation” (i.e. it can identify two texts as being intertextually 
connected without determining whether one was influenced by the other, or 
both shared a common source – 1994: 862). Korsyn, on the other hand, accepts 
the term exactly for its ability to relate a text to his antecedent, and adds that “in 
any intertextual encounter, we construct a historical narrative by positing a rela-
tion between an earlier and a later text” (1991: 5). In another article, Korsyn criti-
cises the approach to musical pieces propagated within the conventional music 
analysis as “closed, self-identical, unified” (1999: 59) and calls for a broader view 
which takes into account the pieces’ “intertextual promiscuity ... [by which] ... 
they could function in an indefinite number of contexts ... becoming, in the proc-
ess, other texts” (ibid: 70). 

In a closer, content-based view of musical borrowing, most of the studies 
mentioned have not gone further than identifying certain musical segments as 
borrowed, without attempting a broader discussion about the typology of 
musical borrowing or the circumstances that facilitate (or emerge from) an ex-
cerpt being recontextualised. The few authors who do offer a taxonomy of 
musical borrowing (Burkholder 1994, Cope 2003, Korsyn 1991; see also a critique 
of Korsyn in Scherzinger 1994) as a rule stay within the classical music idiom. A 
different musical realm dealt with here, that of world music, provides another 
set of challenges with regard to the chosen analytical approach – one of the ma-
jor differences being the reliance on sound recording or (descriptive) transcrip-
tion, instead of the (prescriptive) musical score, in identifying musical borrow-
ings. Consequently, the analytical tool used – such as Schenkerian analysis (Kor-
syn 1991) or computer-aided analysis (Cope 2003) – can arguably influence the 
results (Scherzinger 1994: 307). Finally, a more fundamental obstacle in applying 
this model to Bregović’s music might be that in paraphrasing his earlier tunes he 
appears on both sides of the intertextual exchange, which renders some of these 
models less usable.

As for the function and meaning of musical intertextuality, some of the 
authors discuss the importance of the listener’s awareness of intertextual refer-
ences. To a certain extent this requirement disqualifies computer analytic ap-
proaches, which yield results that would not necessarily be recognised by a 
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(human) listener.37  The recognition of intertextual references is presumed to 
“link [the listeners’] current experience with other experiences they have previ-
ously had with the referenced music” (Cope 2003: 25; the same view is also 
stated by Burkholder 1994: 859).38 Korsyn goes as far as to emphasise intertextu-
ality as one of the core elements in construction of musical meaning: 

If musical expression is mediated through the compositions of one’s precursors, 
we can find a way to locate musical meaning as arising from relationships among 
compositions, in a stance towards a precursor’s piece. We can avoid the reduc-
tiveness of translating music into words by finding a new locus for musical mean-
ing: an intertextual space (1991: 43).

Korsyn (1991, 1999) refers to different theoretical approaches to the rela-
tionship of a text with other texts (Harold Bloom’s “anxiety of influence” in Kor-
syn 1991, Derridean deconstruction and Bakhtin’s dialogue/utterances in Kor-
syn 1999). However, his entire analysis focuses on the more obscure cases of 
musical allusions rather than the conscious (postmodern) aesthetic of the copy 
which inspires Bregović’s collage compositions. All these studies deal with less 
overt cases of borrowing, whereas in the case of Bregović’s music one can easily 
recognise the seams where the excerpts from earlier tunes were conjoined. For 
example, according to the typology offered by Burkholder, Bregović’s usage of 
earlier musical material would be classified as patchwork, which “stitches to-
gether segments of two or more tunes with new material to produce a complete 
melody that ... has its own melodic logic and integrity” (1994: 855). Following 
the classification developed by Cope, the same approach would fall under the 
category of quotations (2003: 11-12). 

To relate these issues with the forthcoming discussion, it should be added 
that there are different views on whether intertextual references result from an 
intentional – or even conscious – decision by the composer. Both Korsyn and 
Cope state that composers are not necessarily aware of the musical allusions in 
their pieces (1991: 22 and 2003: 25 respectively). This in turn connects to the issue 
already introduced in 1.2, the concept of memetics: a neo-Darwinian approach to 
cultural evolution, which presupposes memes as cultural units that replicate 
throughout the cultural realm, without necessarily being triggered by conscious 
human agency. The question of conscious authorial agency is “one of the most 
persistent sources of discomfort about memes” as it undermines the idea of hu-
man creativity (Dennett 1999: 10). Blackmore reflects this idea by claiming that 
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37 On the other hand, according to Cope the merit of computer analysis lies exactly in the 
fact that it can reveal replicated musical patterns that a “naked” ear could not register, 
and therefore can provide additional information for the listener; he even makes a ques-
tionable assertion that “knowledge of the location and substance of allusions informs 
listeners how to listen to a work” (2003: 25 - emphasis added). 

38 The discussion about mechanisms of recognition of intertextual references, elaborated 
within the field of music perception, reaches beyond the scope of this study. 



“our creative role is not that of an independent designer conjuring ideas from 
nowhere. Rather we are the copying machines” (1999: 210). Interestingly, dis-
comforting as it is, it is this idea that resonates the most with Bregović’s state-
ments about his music stemming from music, “because it has nowhere else to 
come from” (Alempijević 2002), even if it simultaneously strikes a blow at the 
idea of the artist as an individual and conscious agent in the creative process.

In recent research, memetics has been successfully applied as a tool to in-
terpret music (e.g. Jan 2007, Gatherer 1997) and as mentioned in the Introduc-
tion, it is likewise used in this study to heuristically explore and unravel the mu-
sic of Goran Bregović. Many of the thinkers within memetics have used music to 
test their hypotheses, tackling the core questions of how memes occurred and 
what their impact was on human evolution.39 Other authors have offered exam-
ples from music – notably many of them invoking excerpts from Beethoven’s 
symphonies (Blackmore 1999: 53-55)40 – to answer more concrete questions of 
memetics (such as the problem of the unit of memetics discussed in 1.2). A re-
lated usage of invoking musical memes is to illustrate their contagiousness, such 
as when Dennett comments on a popular tune he is not able to get out of his 
head, describing it as a “horrible musical virus” or “chewing gum for the ears” 
(1990: 129), a phenomenon later described as earworms (Halpern and Bartlett 
2011). Blackmore uses a broader discussion about these stubborn soundbites to 
present her views on the “selfishness” of memes and their selection mechanism 
(1999: 55-56). 

One of the few comprehensive applications of memetics to music is re-
flected in the research of Steven Jan (2000, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2007). Jan sees the 
meme as located in the brain, as a neuronal configuration (2000, 2005, 2007: 26; 
see also broader discussion in 1.2). This effectively means that he does not con-
sider scores, sound and recordings as memes, but merely as “external media” or 
“vessels” for meme transmission (Jan 2004: 70 and 2000 respectively). In other 
words, “musical memes exist fundamentally as neuronal interconnections but 
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39  In fact, the mere existence of music is puzzling, when observed from an cultural-
evolutionary perspective: why did such an energy-consuming activity such as music 
emerge in the first place? What was the evolutionary advantage it provided,  which al-
lowed the musicking individuals to survive and replicate their genetic material to the 
next generation (Dennett 1999: 7-10)?

40 ”So far I have talked of memes as though it was obvious what a single unit-meme con-
sisted of.  But of course it is far from obvious. I have said a tune is one meme, but what 
about a symphony: how many memes is that? Is each movement one meme, each recog-
nizable phrase of melody, each bar, each chord, or what? ...  If a single phrase of Beetho-
ven’s ninth symphony is sufficiently distinctive and memorable to be abstracted from 
the context of the whole symphony ... then to that extent it deserves to be called one 
meme” (Dawkins 1989 [1976]: 195). 
“The first four notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony are clearly a meme, replicating all 
by themselves, detached from the rest of the symphony, but keeping intact a certain 
identity of effect (a phenotypic effect), and hence thriving in contexts in which Beetho-
ven and his works are unknown” (Dennett 1995: 344). 



are manifested in the form of graphical and sonorous patterning” (Jan 2007: 
29).41 Dealing with the same problems intrinsic to memetics as a field (as elabo-
rated above: unit of musical meme, its storage, and implication of memetics for 
the author’s – in this case composer’s – role), Jan defines the musical meme as a 
unit that can be determined as existing in at least one other musical context, 
whether their intertextual relations are confirmed or not. He contends that “any 
discrete musical segment which a composer assimilated from his or her envi-
ronment may be held to be memetic” (2000), and concludes that “it seems likely 
that the overwhelming majority of musical material within a culture is memetic: 
there is ... very little which is not a musical meme” (Jan 2007: 79). Not dissimilar 
to Jameson’s view of intertextual content as a connotator of the past (1991 [1984]: 
67-68), Jan interprets the listeners’ reactions to these intertextual connections by 
metaphors adopted from computer sciences, especially the idea of the hyperlink 
which connects different instances of the same meme: 

From the listener’s perspective, such connections are often very striking and, pro-
vided we are familiar with both contexts, hearing one of the passages tends to in-
terrupt our intra-work processing and jolts us to an inter-work perspective, rather 
like clicking on a hyperlink and moving to another, related, page on the internet 
(ibid: 2).

Jan’s approach reaches beyond the conventional focus of music analysis on 
individual (music) works, which in turn relates to the general post-structuralist 
trend within literary studies. His argument draws from the discussion about 
broader musical style, which he defines (quoting Meyer) as the replication of 
patterning (ibid: 191). This view is in obvious accordance with memetics, which 
postulates that those memes will survive and proliferate that fit well with the 
existing meme pool (i.e. conform to the contemporary stylistic requirements). Of 
course, cultural evolution by definition depends on variation (and hence even-
tual forgoing of stylistic rules, leading to the evolution of rules themselves), and 
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41  This issue prompts the introduction of another term that originates from genetics, 
namely the “phemotype” (the physical manifestation of memes, analogous to the pheno-
type - Jan 2003: 347).  Jan refers to phemotypic processes when he discusses the mecha-
nism of meme transmission: If the view of the meme as a brain structure is accepted, 
then memetic transmission must by definition involve sound and written scores as in-
termediaries.  In other words, “whereas the gene is propagated non-phenotypically (ul-
timately genes, not bodies and other gene products, reproduce themselves), the meme, of 
necessity, must be propagated phemotypically, via intermediate symbolic systems.” 
These intermediate systems should therefore be regarded as “active copies” that accord-
ing to Distin are eligible as a basis for memetic selection (2005: 90). With a lack of insight 
into actual neuronal structures,  concludes Jan, these systems must serve as representa-
tions of the memes and are therefore suitable as a medium of investigation (Jan 2007: 30-
32).



it is one of the core challenges of memetics to adequately explain the dialectic 
relationship between continuity and change.42 

Stepping away from works as the centre of analytical focus is a corollary of 
one of the basic tenets of memetics, first elaborated by Dawkins in his “selfish 
gene” idea (Dawkins 1989 [1976]), and later encapsulated in Dennett’s Cui bono? 
question (Dennett 1999). By adopting the meme’s eye-view, we lose sight of the 
composer: “we should ask what attributes of a given pattern cause it to be repli-
cated, not why a particular composer chose to borrow the pattern from a work of 
his or her musical culture” (Jan 2007: 39). Consequently, if one accepts the idea of 
the composer as someone who reshuffles existing memes from the environment 
to make new works, then a work truly evolves from its environment, and could 
only ever have emerged in that particular place and time: 

This is not, however, to adopt a determinist perspective: there is no sense in which 
Beethoven was destined or preordained to compose the ‘Eroica’ in the form in 
which it now stands ... None of these works need ever have existed, although 
something like them probably would have been able to come into being. However, 
a symphony of the configuration represented by the ‘Eroica’ would have been 
highly improbable outside (in both a chronological and a geographical sense) the 
lineage that led up to and away from it and of which it forms a part (Jan 2007: 179-
180). 

This, in turn, reopens the already mentioned discussion about the com-
poser’s intentionality and conscious agency. Even in the presence of a multitude 
of memes, the extreme musical diversity in the world can only be explained by 
the actions of brains acting as powerful meme reshuffling machines. Jan grap-
ples with this problem as well, stating that memes “transcend the intentionality 
of the composer and appear to act to favour their own survival and evolution 
over time” (2003: 331). 

The memetic paradigm leads us inexorably to the melancholy conclusion that the 
composer is merely a medium for selfish units of information which use his or her 
brain as a temporary repository, and then as the means to engender the phemo-
typic products which will facilitate their transmission to other brains (ibid: 351).

Memetics ... motivates a model of the composer as vessel, a conception which 
maintains that, essentially, Mozart was the conduit through which the selfish me-
mes he imitated and mutated passed (ibid: 369). 
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42 “The principal reason why certain phenomena - some harmonic progressions,  for in-
stance - are ‘prohibited’ by theory is because those memes expressing them are not 
widely propagated in the meme pool and therefore have insufficient cultural force to 
legitimize the progressions they instantiate. Such an explanation would seem to tran-
scend more traditional interpretations predicated on such subjective notions as composi-
tional utility and ‘sounding good’” (Jan 2007: 143).



The idea of the artist as vessel or conduit is often expressed, although not in me-
metic terms, in writings by creative artists in all fields. ... [T]hey accord well with 
Dennett's view of consciousness and are sufficiently well supported by authenti-
cated statements to be regarded as relevant evidence on the memetics of the com-
positional process. ... In Dennett's model, the ‘greatest’ composers – if one might 
use this problematic term – are those with the most highly developed mental 
processing attributes (the hardware; fundamentally a genetic factor,  although 
memetically augmented) and the greatest exposure to the richness and diversity of 
the meme pool (the software; a memetic factor) (Jan 2007: 252-253). 

This discussion resonates – and at the same time connects – with two 
seemingly unrelated concepts. One is the idea, originating in Romanticism, of a 
mystical process of creation involving the (typically male) artist and his muse 
that speaks through him, using him as a medium for high creative ideas that 
transcend him. Within this framework the artist is a conduit for his inspiration or 
his genius; there are a wealth of sources (from fiction to academic literature) 
which presuppose such a view of creative artistic agency. The other is the rigor-
ous neo-Darwinian approach as demonstrated by Dennett, where the artist is 
seen (again) as a vessel for channeling, reshuffling and, crucially, distilling me-
mes from his or her surroundings (see Toynbee 2003: 104 on the thought that “art 
worlds rather than artists make art”). Referring to Bach as an expert “meme 
breeder,” someone who “knew how to breed new strains of music from old,” 
Dennett’s argument can be entirely applied to musicians such as Bregović; in 
Dennett’s words, Bach (and, by analogy, Bregović) is in possession of artistic vir-
tue to take and build on the already existing tunes, 

already domesticated tunes his audiences had been humming for generations, build-
ing up associations and memories, memes that had already sunk their hooks 
deeply into the emotional habits and triggers of the brains where they had been 
replicating for years. Then he used his technology to create variations of these 
memes, seeking to strengthen their strengths and damp their weaknesses, putting 
them in new environments, inducing new hybrids (Dennett 1999: 9 – emphasis in 
original). 

Interestingly, Bregović seems to merge these two views when he compares 
himself with an instrument for a muse, which might also very well be the work-
ings of his unique memetic complex (see below): 

I do not think about an inspiration or a reason for a song, I do not wait for a sunset 
to be inspired and sit at the piano. Like the centre forward always has to be close 
to the box, I need to be available to some muse eight hours a day. That is what I 
believe in. I do not believe that we invent,  we are mainly the instruments these 
muses talk through (Kovačević 2002). 
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The entire review of Jan’s application of memetics to music is well beyond 
the scope and purpose of this study; nevertheless, it deserves stating that his 
particular choice of methodology and material for analysis arguably yield results 
that are of less relevance when it comes to other music genres. At the end of his 
book, he does comment on the applicability of memetics for the study of popular 
and traditional music: 

[I]t seems reasonable to assert... that memes constitute the building blocks of [non-
Western] traditions in the same way they comprise the raw materials of European 
musics. ... Asserting a memetic basis to all human musics is warranted, for the 
principles of universal Darwinism apply, by definition, to all human cultures, not 
just to those in the west ... 
Far from challenging and potentially undermining memetics, European music of 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and the musics of non-European cultures 
offer it a rich data source from which to draw. Memetics can illuminate these mu-
sics and cast fresh light on their structure and transmission (2007: 236-237). 

In spite of announcing his focus to be the general mechanism of replicating 
patterns of music, and all his disclaimers notwithstanding, Jan’s conclusions are 
still somewhat narrowly (albeit inevitably) based on a rather delimited reper-
toire within the classical music realm. Firstly, his approach is heavily based on 
Schenkerian analysis, and although this research framework might provide an 
especially fruitful way to study memetic processes in music, it might also mean 
that Jan’s approach is to a certain extent clouded by the features of the chosen 
methodology (which is something he was also aware of – Jan 2005). For the pur-
pose of this study, Schenkerian analysis will not be applied, not only because 
Bregović’s music is not notation-based but also because his music offers a much 
clearer case of borrowing/recycling, so there is no need to look for and reveal 
‘hidden’ background structures as memetic. Replicated structures are so obvi-
ously present in Bregović’s music, that this research is focused on the mechanism 
of their transmission instead (see below): namely, their adaptive variation (in or-
der to achieve the “Balkanised” idiom – see 4.3). This is arguably aimed at im-
proving and enhancing their fitness, at least within the current memetic envi-
ronment (or, in other words, increasing their appeal with international audiences 
and their comparative advantage in relation to other available musics).43  

An important difference in Jan’s application of memetics to music is in the 
selection of the locus of analysis: his research is exclusively notation-based (also 
in accordance with Schenkerian analysis). Nevertheless, whereas he uses the 
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43 Another consequence of Jan’s application of Schenkerian analysis results in introduc-
ing new terminology which sometimes seems strained (such as Jan’s phmnemotype – 
2007), and identifying memes as appearing on different structural levels of the musical 
flow. Such an approach can be useful for the realm of classical music which is based on 
strict stylistic requirements, but popular (and, by extension, Bregović’s) music does not 
conform to such stylistic rules (at least not with regard to form), and therefore does not 
yield to this particular methodology.



score to look for memes, he accepts the sound as an equally (in)accurate phe-
motypic representation of these memes, although he prefers the score as “gener-
ally the most efficient means by which the nature of musical memes might be 
discerned” (Jan 2007: 32). In contrast, this research uses (descriptive) notation 
and recording as equally valid media for analysis. Furthermore, his material for 
analysis is music that was composed centuries ago; whereas Bregović’s music 
(which has been released in the last three decades) by definition cannot conform 
to what Jan sees as one of the basic pursuits of memetics of music – to reveal 
“musical style change” (ibid: XII), and can only to a certain degree deal with 
“pattern transmission and evolution over time” (Jan 2004: 68 – emphasis added). 
On the other hand, this material offers a valuable opportunity to study memetic 
selection in “real time,” i.e. in the moment of its mutation and replication, with 
an added insight into memetic context (which, as elaborated above, constructs 
the phemotypic environment that is crucial for meme selection). In other words, 
this research can reveal the dynamic relationship between Bregović’s replicated 
memes and their current meme pool, which – in the case of classical music – can 
only retroactively and circumstantially be deduced from often scarce and unreli-
able sources. 

There are several other issues Jan deals with in his work that are of little or 
no relevance for another genre or this particular research.44 The biggest discrep-
ancy between present approach and his work might be the selection of meme 
unit: throughout his texts Jan emphasises a meme as the union of a short melodic 
fragment, a simple chord progression, or a concise rhythmic pattern” (2000). In his 
book he adopts a “minimalist” view of the musical meme and closely elaborates 
memetic units of only several notes (such as the opening four notes from Bee-
thoven’s Ninth Symphony, as mentioned above), concluding that under certain 
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44 For example, Jan dedicates significant attention to his claim that memes are discrete 
‘packets’ of musical information, “demarcated from neighbouring material by various 
kinds of articulation” (2007: 3).  Another concern of his is the necessity to establish the 
actual borrowing (instead of only verifying homological similarity between two works) 
in order for an excerpt to attain meme status. The reason for this concern is that techni-
cally, two similar excerpts could be a result of a convergent evolution rather than imita-
tion. However, in the case of music (especially where it was composed centuries ago) it 
might be impossible to determine a causal connection between any two excerpts, and Jan 
therefore proposes to exclude such a stipulation from the definition of the musical meme 
(ibid: 20, 73). Both of these issues, though, are of little relevance for Bregović’s music, 
because the excerpts he reuses are so apparently patched together (and also openly re-
ferred to as recycled) that no caution is needed in assigning them the meme status.



circumstances a meme can consist of only three notes (2007: 1).45 Consequently, 
all musical excerpts (that by definition consist of more parameters, such as mel-
ody, rhythm, harmony and so on) are considered as meme complexes, or cases as 
“parametric co-adaptation” (ibid: 56). At the same time, though, in his analysis 
he mainly focuses on only one parameter – pitch – and all but ignores the others. 
In contrast – and in accordance with Blackmore’s definition of the term meme 
(“whatever it is that is passed on by imitation” – 1999: 56) – Bregović’s often rep-
licated quotes are here considered as single memes, keeping their rhythmic and 
timbre components especially in mind, whereas the status of a meme complex is 
assigned to a higher-level system involving not only music, but also extra-
musical content such as visual representations and perpetuated stereotypes 
about the Balkans (see 5.3.2). Furthermore, this view is in accordance with the 
composer’s own prioritising of melody (followed by rhythm) over other compo-
nents: his treatment of his earlier pieces retains the melody as a locus of musical 
meaning. He elaborates: 

[I have learned] that there is no gravity ... That there are no necessary or forbidden 
notes in a chord. Everything is possible because... just because! ... I am free to play 
a minor chord in a major and vice versa – why not.  That’s why [Gypsies] don’t 
have a lot of harmony. Anyway I always thought that  music is constrained by 
harmony, and they think the same. Melody and rhythm – that is music! (Grujić 
and Nikčević 2012).

Bringing the discussion closer to Bregović’s music, it should be noted that 
his obvious recycling actions lead to what Jan calls “strong listener recognition” 
during the act of listening. Jan describes the cases of such apparent borrowing as 
“striking and provocative, the caviar of this field so to speak,” and as relatively 
rare in comparison with more subtle intertextual connections (Jan 2007: 38), 
which makes Bregović’s music even more interesting for memetic analysis. 

As already stated, most of the studies that apply memetics to music focus 
on classical music, and this circumstance offers an opportunity to broaden the 
model to another genre: that of world music. Arguably, the world music genre is 
especially advantageous for the memetic approach, since it is (supposed to be) 
derived from traditional music, which is (at least initially) regarded as having 
emerged as a consequence of communal re-creation (Nettl 1983: 188-189), a par 
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45 According to Jan, another reason for such a small unit to be regarded as a meme is that 
composers usually refrained from borrowing longer excerpts from other musics,  as they 
were in possession of “the anti-plagiarism concept meme” (2000) and therefore tended to 
replicate only smaller musical units, “thereby navigating the straits between the siren 
voices of memorability and the rocks of plagiarism” (2007: 58-59). In contrast, and as 
elaborated in 4.2.2, Bregović does not seem to be infected by this meme. Interestingly, 
though, it might be that recently (early 2010) his stance on this matter is changing (at 
least on a declarative level), as he has publicly supported the campaign entitled “Music 
is not free” about protection of copyright in music, initiated by the Serbian Music 
Authors’ Organisation. 



excellence memetic phenomenon (see also Dennett’s 2005: 143, who mentions 
unforgettable melodies that “have emerged from untold round of differential 
replication”). As if echoing the idea of communal re-creation, Jan defines the 
meme as “any discrete musical segment which a composer assimilates from his 
or her cultural environment” (Jan 2007: 60). 

At the end of his book (ibid: 210), Jan develops a protocol for possible uses 
of memetics and corresponding methodological approaches, and as the first ap-
plication foresees “the investigation of the constituent memes of a work and 
their inter-work evolutionary history (their antecedents and consequents).” This 
investigation, which has essentially been carried out in 4.2.1, will now be ex-
plored from the memetic perspective, aiming to provide an additional insight 
into the transmission and popularity of Bregović’s releases. As the recycled 
status of Bregović’s music was established earlier in the chapter, it yields to me-
metic analysis, especially since the composer himself repeatedly refers to recy-
cling and collage as his main compositional techniques. Examining the tunes 
that were set up as collages of previous tunes facilitates the segmentation of the 
musical flow into particulate memes (understood, according to Dawkins, as a 
“unit of convenience” that is small enough to be replicated in its entirety – 1999 
[1982]: 88-96). Furthermore, Bregović’s music enables analysis of mutated memes 
extracted from different recycled versions, and their “fight for survival” – scor-
ing a place in the new memetic complex. Finally, musical memes can be exam-
ined as parts of a larger Balkan-memeplex that involves musical as well as extra-
musical memes (see 5.3.2). 

As stated earlier, Bregović declaratively embeds his compositional tech-
niques within the traditionalist context (although his actual activities as a com-
poser and performer do not corroborate such a position). 

Tradition is there to steal it, and everybody bases their creations on anonymous 
tradition. I know of no one who had invented something without relying on tradi-
tion, from Stravinsky to Bela Bartok (Sanz 2001). 

This statement shows the power of the “tradition” meme as it is invoked to 
validate Bregović’s artistic process, and as such will be further discussed in 
Chapter 5. His traditionalist statements about his role as a composer who stems 
from his environment lie open to memetic interpretation. As stated above, these 
notions can be linked, on the one hand, to the ideas about the composer as a me-
dium (meme vessel), and on the other hand, to traditional music being com-
munally re-created (and therefore memetically transmitted). He claims that his 
treatment of the music from his environment is the way tradition works, and 
moreover, that music stems from music. At the same time, his strategically as-
sumed position of a contemporary artist producing a commercial commodity 
equally yields to memetic interpretation. By supplying tunes that need to meet 
the audience’s expectations in order to be marketable, he conforms to the cen-
tripetal force of the already existing Balkan-memeplex, thereby strengthening 
the memeplex and making the success of similar memes more likely (“providing 
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protection against invading, contradictory ideas” – Distin 2005: 59). The fact that 
these actions stem from his conscious strategic positioning (see Chapter 6) does 
not disqualify their memetic origin (following Dennett’s thoughts on the most 
successful composers being the craftiest “meme breeders”). When Dennett refers 
to Bach as an expert meme breeder (1999: 9), his words are mirrored in Brego-
vić’s justifications of his compositional process. In one of his interviews, he says: 
“I constantly recycle, my own and somebody else’s [music]. This is how I imag-
ine music” (Popović 1996).  

In yet another interview, he echoes the thoughts about intertextuality dis-
cussed at the beginning of this section, and especially the intertextual space that 
Korsyn (1991: 43) sees as opening in music’s endless re-contextualising. The re-
sult of musicking in the new context is that music becomes new music, capable 
of generating new meanings, which embodies the memetic paradigm that sees 
evolution as resulting from adaptive change to the immediate memetic envi-
ronment. In the same way, Bregović turns to music in order to create music: 

As far as I understand music, it is based on plagiarism. Music is always initiated 
by music. People think that a composer sits somewhere, looks at a sunset and a 
beautiful melody occurs to him. Like journalists write while looking at other jour-
nalists, the same goes for writers and painters. A literary work stems from litera-
ture, a painting from painting, and in the same way music stems from music. It 
has nowhere else to come from (Alempijević 2002). 

Korsyn’s idea of intertextual promiscuity (1999: 70) likewise resonates with 
Bregović’s image of the Gypsies, who are free (from the constraints of the West-
ern world, from the anti-plagiarism memes) to exchange music, creating new 
music in the process. 

With Gypsies one always does something eclectic, but natural, ancient. They steal 
music in a way it was being stolen five hundred years ago, without any shame. 
They like the harmony from one song, the melody from another, the rhythm from 
a third one, and they simply like to play it, and it becomes their music. This is how 
the music developed naturally for years. But since there are copyright agencies, 
everything stopped. Because in [music produced since the agencies] there is no 
creativity, no natural flow of ideas. Gypsies are not bothered by this problem and 
this is why their music is warm, and still up to date, modern (Interviews with Go-
ran Bregović 2007).

Since the memetic approach is based on the meme’s eye-view (as discussed 
in 1.2), the listeners’ recognition and awareness of the earlier versions of the 
tunes become of secondary priority, which is also testified by fieldwork (see 
Chapter 1) and this music’s popularity among audiences both aware and un-
aware of its previous incarnations. Similarly, the conscious action (by the com-
poser) is not necessary for the memetic model to work; as discussed previously, 
it is applicable by definition, even if no awareness from the side of the composer 
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and the audience is present. Also, in this view the ethical considerations about 
music appropriation elaborated in 4.2 lose relevance, since memetics – dealing 
with composers assimilating memes from their environment – does not dis-
criminate between one’s own music and the one that was borrowed.

Having established the recycled nature of many of Bregović’s tunes in 4.2, 
it is now possible to examine them as conglomerates of memes surviving for 
decades in the meme pool. Comparing tunes to complex organisms is somewhat 
close to Bregović’s own approach, as he claims that “from the first idea until a 
song is recorded, it always goes through [a journey], the song is traveling, it’s 
poured from one pocket to another.”46 In another interview, he explicitly states 
that 

[S]ongs are odd living creatures, while they are with you, you can somewhat con-
trol them, and then they escape and live their own lives ...  [I composed 
Đurđevdan/Ederlezi] as a small love song, and everything else, [all its later popu-
larity] it has earned by living a life beyond my intervention.47 

Of course, the same way as the “tradition” meme is widely utilised by Bre-
gović, the “travelling melodies” meme provides him with a convenient justifica-
tion for his ongoing recycling (the same applies to the “all artists steal” meme, 
mentioned above). Nevertheless, the applicability of the memetic paradigm be-
comes obvious when it comes to the actual recycling/collage mechanism (as 
elaborated in 4.2.1). The segmentation of the musical flow into separate memes is 
facilitated by Bregović himself, who splices his tunes into snippets to reuse later; 
in some of his interviews he describes the serendipitous moment of playing few 
excerpts together, and realising that “they share a logic that stands, a logic that is 
even unbreakable ... [The collage] results in a very beautiful melody” (referring 
to the song Lijepa naša – Popović 1996). In another interview, he elaborates the 
process of merging memes stemming from two different contexts and testing out 
a new complex: 

As a composer, I am a collagist.  Just as there are painters collagists, I belong to the 
group of composers collagists. I paste things one to the other and, where the glue 
holds,  the collage stays; there where it does not hold, I simply discard [the collage] 
and look for a new one (Nikcevich 1995). 

The earlier analysis has presented Bregović testing few versions of the col-
lage, until he finds a version he is satisfied with. Or rather – if the meme’s eye-
view is pursued – the memes (or memetic “vessels,” depending on how meme is 
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46  Bregović in a 2012 interview (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM, 
38.00) [Accessed May 28 2013].

47  Bregović in a 1994 interview (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZFplzLB5k, 
19.00) [Accessed May 28 2013]. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZFplzLB5k


defined – see previous discussion) that were dormant in earlier songs for dec-
ades found their way into the brain of a composer. He would spread them fur-
ther into the Greek, Turkish and Polish soundscapes, where they could come into 
contact with the brains of many eager listeners, potential new hosts. Memetic 
reshuffling and entering into new musical units happens by conjoining memes 
both diachronically (by melding a chorus from one tune, a verse from another, 
and a bridge from a third one) and synchronically (by juxtaposing quotes one on 
top of the other to create a multi-layered texture). The survival rate of a new 
memetic combination is established in contact with its memetic environment, 
depending on whether it proves to be appealing enough to the audience, and 
hence replicated further by the composer. As mentioned before, throughout Bre-
govic's career there are cases of his attempts at novelties such as new sound 
combinations, other genres or other forms (such as opera), which were not as 
successful as his Balkanised tunes, and are largely omitted from his mainstream 
repertoire. 

Bregović’s oeuvre offers a range of tunes which have been recycled and re-
released in different memetic environments. This allows for the exact tracking of 
memetic mutations with differential survival potentials. Those versions of a 
quote that are fitter to survive in the given meme pool (that specific soundscape) 
get repeatedly recycled. A good example of mutated memes and their differen-
tial survival fitness is the number of recycled versions of Čaje Šukarije (see 4.3.1). 
As already discussed in 4.2.2, this tune was originally performed (and probably 
composed, see footnote 16) sometime in the 1950s by the Macedonian Roma 
Esma Redžepova, later to be picked up by Bregović.48 His first version of Čaje 
Šukarije (from 1990) was still intended for the ex-Yugoslav market, whereas all 
others were targeted either at the larger transregional market (versions from 
1995 and 1996), or at other local markets (versions from 1997 and 1999 – see 
footnote 48). The review of different releases from different periods allows for 
examining these tunes as different consecutive “generations,” therefore estab-
lishing which elements managed to survive the adaptation-mutation-replication 
process and hence constitute the next version. The memetic unit (the one that 
gets replicated in its entirety) is unusually large in this example, as a conse-
quence of Bregović’s collage technique that shuffles longer excerpts (such as a 
verse or a chorus). Of course, that does not mean that memetic variation occurs 
only by shuffling these building blocks; there is significant evolutionary devel-
opment within each segment as well. In other words, mutation not only appears 
by replacing one segment with another, but also by varying musical material on 
the inter-segment level. It is exactly this intra-segment adaptation (which can be 
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48 As stated above, the different versions released by Bregović are the following:
1. Performed by Esma Redžepova (example 1950s Esma Redzepova - Caje Sukarije.mp3)
2. Performed by Zdravko Čolić, signed by Bregović (example 1990 Caje Sukarije.mp3)
3. Underground soundtrack, signed by Bregović (example 1995 Cajesukarije.mp3)
4. Compilation of film music P.S., signed by Bregović (example 1996 Parfum 
Paranoia.mp3)
5. Performed by George Dalaras, signed by Bregović (example 1997 Me Lene Popi.mp3)
6. Performed by Kayah, signed by Bregović (example 1999 Caje Sukarije.mp3)



a new instrumentation, phrase length, an altered chord or rhythmic texture – as 
identified in 4.3) that allows for the segments’ differential chance to be repli-
cated. The music analysis of the different versions of Čaje Šukarije shows that, 
importantly, later versions are more likely to reuse already mutated memes (in-
stead of the older ones), which indicates the workings of an evolutionary process 
(in the sense that the excerpts change over time – cf. Dennett 1995: 345). The 
tunes intended for foreign markets do not use initial memes (from 1950s) any-
more, but are based on the 1990 version or later – the versions that are already 
evolved and adapted to the new meme pools. It should also be noted that the 
1996 version uses another excerpt from an unrelated White Button song, which 
turned out to be a once-only quote that did not become replicated in later gen-
erations.

Figure 4.20. Memetic mutation, reshuffling, selection and replication 
(letters I, V, C and B referring to intro, verse, chorus and bridge respectively)

Another example of the selection of music excerpts (in this case also at the 
level of larger units such as a verse or a chorus) is visually represented in Figure 
4.20 which illustrates how memetic reshuffling results in different memetic com-
plexes. It shows how particles from 1986 survived through several generations 
until 2008, joined with added particles stemming from other songs, in search of a 
stronger and evolutionarily fitter unit. 

The diagram shows how Tis Agapis sou to Risko (1997) was created from 
tunes originating early in Bregović’s career: it used the chorus from one song, 
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and a verse and bridge from another (and in fact switching roles, the verse be-
coming the bridge and vice versa). Instrumental introduction emerged as a hy-
brid conjoining two intros. The next attempt at reshuffling, Daj mi drugie zycie 
(2001) kept the intro, chorus and bridge, but substituted the verse with a verse 
stemming from another tune (Kustino oro / Venzinadiko). The 2001 hybrid was 
obviously less successful than its constituting meme particles, because the 
Kustino oro / Venzinadiko version was rearranged almost two decades later, 
whereas the 2001 experiment remained without subsequent rearrangements. It 
can be concluded that the memetic environment of Tis Agapis sou to Risko was 
supportive for its set of memes, whereas a hybrid conjoining two sets of memes 
(otherwise successful) was not as successful in the memetic environment of Daj 
mi drugie zycie. Therefore, the former version survived so it could reappear in 
2008 (in the same release as the recycled Venzinatiko), unlike the latter which was 
not recycled further.

Coming back to the memetic theory, one of its postulates is that mutation 
(random change of memetic content) is much more common than in genetics, 
which explains the extraordinary cultural (and hence musical) diversity in the 
world. Jan corroborates this view and adds that, unlike in biological reproduc-
tion (where the reshuffling of genetic material happens prior to reproduction), 
memetic mutation happens in the moment (and as a byproduct) of replication: 

In memetics, by contrast, the variation often occurs as a consequence of the proc-
ess of transmission, miscopying or mutation being intrinsic to memetic transmis-
sion. This contingency means that it is appropriate to treat memetic transmission 
and mutation together, as closely related processes (Jan 2007: 112).

Musical memes therefore carry within them, as a result of their internal implica-
tive tendencies, an inherent mutational drive, a propensity to generate variant 
forms which realize the ‘latent implications’ of their antecedents (ibid: 125). 

The same applies, as Figure 4.20 shows, to memes’ inclination towards 
blending/hybridising; like in the case of mutation, memetic hybridising is more 
common than in genetics (where entire genes engage in a fight for survival). The 
inherent mutational/hybridising drive of memes is evident in the examples dis-
cussed above; different mutant memes enter the meme pool and fight for the 
composer’s attention until the best combination is found, at which point it be-
comes replicated without (or with very few) changes. In this case establishing 
the precise distinction between mere variation and mutation is only of theoreti-
cal value, since the memetic environment is not structured as a genetic sequence. 

As elaborated in 4.2.1, in different versions of the same tune (but released 
in different markets) Bregović alters the length of the quotes, blurring or expos-
ing their seams, strengthening harmonies with subtle phrasal changes, experi-
menting with instrumentation and different textures, destabilising the tonal cen-
tre, going back and forth between versions until the right memetic combination 
emerges, building a stronger (fitter) unit than its predecessors. The less success-
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ful variants do not become replicated and are therefore eliminated from Brego-
vić’s meme pool. Again, and in accordance with evolutionary theory, this is not 
to say that any of the subsequent versions of Čaje Šukarije were inherently better 
than an earlier one. It might be argued that the initial version might have been at 
least as successful with the audience – and in fact Esma Redžepova still performs 
it regularly, and very successfully, in her live concerts – but in this particular con-
text (phemotypic environment) the arranged versions turned out to be fitter 
(judging from their differential success with the audience). In Bregović’s music, 
memes were breeding and mutating, going through different versions – until a 
combination emerged that was appealing enough to succeed in surviving and be 
replicated without further changes (hence the 1997 version was recycled into the 
1999 version with very few, if any, modifications). 

In accordance with Jan’s research, the memes in Bregović’s music are con-
sidered to be based at the level of pitch, with other parameters (such as rhythm 
or timbre) being flexible and arguably more susceptible to memetic mutation. 
The endurance of a meme in the listeners’ memory is testified by the Habanera 
motive recycled into Lamour: even after significant mutations of the melody – in 
phrase length, key, lyrics, texture, tempo, underlying rhythm, ornamentation, 
instrumentation, and not least the metric replacement of weak and strong beats – 
the motive is still immediately recognisable as Carmen’s aria, albeit in a signifi-
cantly distorted version. For an informed listener, this recurring appearance of 
the Habanera meme acts – to use Jan’s expression (2007: 2) – as a hyperlink, trig-
gering associations with the original version, and therefore enabling a reference 
point against which this new version is perceived. 

In conclusion, it should be noted that this micro-case study was intended 
to heuristically approach Bregović’s music using memetics, following Dennett’s 
thought that memes are “tools for thinking with” (Dennett, quoted in Blackmore 
1999: 40). Similar to the invoking of other theoretical concepts (postcolonial stud-
ies in 2.1, postmodernity in 4.1, musical meaning in 5.3), its purpose was to in-
vestigate Bregović’s music and its proliferation in the world music market from 
yet another perspective. The preceding discussion shows that this concept can be 
particularly useful in examining his music and its many versions, and especially 
their differential success in various contexts. Furthermore, it offers a single en-
compassing framework which accommodates Bregović’s many positions (post-
modern / traditional / thief / borrower / recycler / author), and manages to 
bridge the dissonance between them. 

Devised as an open-ended thought experiment, the application of memet-
ics to Bregović’s music has its flaws as well as advantages. One complaint ad-
dressed to memetics could be the under-theorised relationship between the 
mechanism of transmission and the autonomous artistic agency. Indeed, memet-
ics severely diminishes the role of the composer, following Blackmore’s view 
that human creativity lies not in artistic autonomy but in being proficient “copy-
ing machines” (1999: 210). Similarly, Jan claims that virtually all music around us 
consists of memes and that there is “very little which is not a musical meme” 
(2007: 79). Thus any new music excerpt is bound to replicate earlier ones, due to 
the (vast but nevertheless) limited number of permutations of the available mu-
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sic expressions. In addition, reducing the “work” to its constituents, as well as 
transcending the “composer” to observe their entire memetic environment, simi-
larly displaces the composer (and composing) from analytical focus.  

On the other hand, the current application of memetics yields several im-
portant conclusions: firstly, that the centripetal force of the memetic environment 
is of crucial importance for the work’s reception (and its afterlife following the 
moment of composition). It can be further inferred from this statement that the 
same music would be (and is) differentially successful in another context  (un-
derstood as both spatial and, presumably, temporal realm). Jan resonates this 
thought when he hypothesises (2007: 179-180) that great classical music master-
pieces could have appeared only in their specific places and times, whereas the 
same music, embedded in another context, might not by default have been as 
successful. It follows that there is no intrinsically and universally good or beauti-
ful music, but only such that is appealing in a specific environment, to a specific 
audience; likewise, Bregović’s music, criticised as of low quality and inauthentic 
in one context, is praised in another. 

Furthermore, the application of memetics adds another layer to the discus-
sion about music evolution and adaptive replication. It draws attention to the 
music increasing its survival chances by fitting into an existing memeplex, im-
portantly by conforming to stylistic requirements of that specific memetic envi-
ronment. Motivated by the lucrativeness of his previous Balkanised releases, Go-
ran Bregović was prompted to continue to link his music with the Balkan label in 
order to embed it within the most suitable memetic environment and give it the 
best survival chances; if he had, for instance, marketed it under Serbian music 
(whose disadvantage as a world music brand is “not that it might mean some-
thing negative, but that it does not mean anything at all” – Čolović 2006: 289), it 
would probably not have been as successful. Therefore, his music reflects the 
memetic paradigm by highlighting the music’s fight for survival, even though its 
survival can be positively harmful for the “truth” of “validity” (Distin 2005: 187) 
of the Balkan-memeplex (by both perpetuating the old preconceptions and 
strengthening the complex against the penetration of other, less stereotypical or 
at best more nuanced Balkan notions). 
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5. Bregović’s Imaginary Balkans: Visual / Musical / 
Discursive Construction  

This chapter deals with the discourse surrounding the music of Goran 
Bregović, both generated by him, as well as the already existing framework in 
which he embeds his international projects. The international reception of his 
music, heavily influenced by the composer’s image and his statements, 
legitimises an approach in which the artist (his reputed words), his artwork and 
its context of reception are regarded as equally formative of its meaning with its 
diverse audiences. Following Bhabha, who states that culture is translational in 
the sense that its migration and displacement generates meaning (1994: 247), this 
chapter delves into the mechanism of Bregović’s music producing new meanings 
in the process of moving and becoming transnational entertainment. 

The discursive analysis of Bregović’s statements can shed a twofold light 
on the construction of Balkan music as represented through his performances. 
Firstly, it enables an insight into the compositional process that leads to the 
creation of his tunes. And secondly, it creates a framework within which his 
music is marketed to, and perceived by his worldwide audiences. In its 
approach, this chapter follows Taylor’s notion of metatext comprised of the 
mutually influencing sites of signification and interpretation: “musical work, the 
practices of listening and performing, and what gets said/written about 
these” (1997: XXII). This is not to say that Bregović’s statements determine the 
meaning of his music; on the contrary (as will be elaborated in 5.3.2), music’s 
meaning is constructed in the moment of its reception rather than composition/
performance. This is in accordance with the postmodern contemplation on the 
Death of the Author, an idea especially developed by Barthes who claimed that 
in contemporary art there is no room anymore for a position of authorial/
interpretive power prevailing over any other interpretation (1977: 142-148). 
However, the discursive power given to musicians cannot be ignored: although 
not entirely constitutive of meaning (as previously believed), the composers’ and 
musicians’ descriptions of their own music can nevertheless influence reception 
of their works (Taylor 1997: 51-52). The present chapter will claim that with his 
comments on his musicianship, Bregović creates a broader context for his music 
to be received (cf. DeNora 1986). 

The first sub-chapter (5.1) examines Bregović’s media presence and his 
statements with regard to the notions discussed within Balkan studies (see 2.1). 
It also gives an account of his statements in relation to his compositional 
techniques (elaborated in 4.2), especially focusing on ethical implications of his 
composing practice and authorship. His claims are scrutinised and their 
Balkanist connotation is discussed (see 2.1), which in turn reflect what Erlmann 
referred to as the role of “fetishization of marginality” (1996: 479) in essentialising 
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the Balkans as the European internal Other. Building on existing preconceptions, 
Bregović creates the music of what he calls the “hypothetical Balkans” (the word 
hypothetical being used in Serbian to denote invented or stereotypical, but also 
imaginary) and brings it to his international audiences as an expression of the 
genuine “Balkan soul.” 

Sub-chapter 5.2. continues to deal with Bregović’s usage of stereotypes, 
following the discussion in 2.1.4. Focusing on well known stereotypes about the 
Roma, this section delves into how these images are mobilised by Bregović. As 
Butler elaborates, the usage of stereotypes – even ironical – still reinforces those 
same stereotypes (2002: 94). Therefore, even if offering parodic versions of the 
stereotypes about the Balkans and the Roma, Bregović still employs those 
stereotypes, and by using them he perpetuates them, while at the same time 
failing to draw on the political potential of parody to engender transformation or 
change (Braidotti 1994: 7). The connection between the Balkans and the Roma in 
public imagery, so assumed and conspicuous in Bregović’s music, is supported 
by the actual demography of the region, where the Roma constitute the largest 
minority (up to 11 percent of the population, according to Tanner 2005). 

In 5.3 the Balkan stereotypes discussed earlier are placed in the context of 
the larger appeal of music conceived so as to sound exotic, and the ways musical 
meaning is constructed. It is argued that images utilised and perpetuated by 
Bregović have a transforming power over the ways his music is going to be 
perceived by his audiences. Moreover, his statements about Balkan music create 
what Katz (albeit in a different context) defines as feedback loop (2004: 32) in 
which listeners, presented with Bregović’s music marketed as authentic Balkan 
music, come to recognise and expect all Balkan music to sound accordingly. As 
already noted throughout this study, there are many cases of Balkan music being 
made to sound like Bregović’s music, as well as the cases of performing (excerpts 
of) his tunes (in live performances or as movie soundtracks) when the label of 
Balkanness (or rather non-Europeanness) is supposed to be generated. In chapter 
conclusion, the methodologies from both Chapters 4 and 5 are combined, in 
order to discuss the conglomerate of notions about the region that serve to 
contextualise the meaning of Bregović’s music for his international listeners. 

5.1. What is the B in GB? Bregović’s Hypothetical Balkans1

In an interview titled “My address is the Balkans,” Bregović states: “I am 
above all a Balkan composer and the addressee of my music is the Balkans. My 
music is inspired by the Balkans and is written for the Balkans, and the fact it is 
accepted in the rest of the world is nice” (Mičeta 1999). However, the music 
analysis of his pieces (conducted in Chapter 4) – and the discourse surrounding 
it – indicate that he is in fact composing for the international market as a target 
group, rather than the intraregional audiences. Indeed, Goran Bregović is 
regarded as one of the most characteristic and popular artists within what is 
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labelled and sold on the world music market as “Balkan music.” The popularity 
of Balkan music outside the Balkans is explored by Laušević (2007); bearing in 
mind the territorial shift (she deals with Balkan music and dance in the United 
States), many of her conclusions are applicable to the European context, where 
the Balkan music scene is arguably even more pronounced. The popularity of 
Balkan (in this case Bulgarian) music in Western Europe is commented on by 
Peicheva and Dimov: 

Unique or ‘savage’, Bulgarian musical folklore is sought by foreigners in their 
quest for individual harmony…. For the foreigners, the representations of our 
folklore music … are not an anachronistic restoration of Balkan exoticism, but new 
chronotopes of their own vitality which they have achieved through the vitality of 
our own Bulgarian voices (quoted in Todorova 1997: 60–61). 

In interviews and articles about his music, Bregović is often referred to as a 
Balkan composer, sometimes even as an “undisputed ambassador of Balkan 
music.” The image of him as an “ambassador,” implying that he is someone who 
offers a desirable, representative idea of the region and is entitled to speak on its 
behalf, is very common (Neveux 2006; Bednarz 1999; see also Barber-Kersovan 
2009: 239). Statements such as those displayed on Emir Kusturica’s official 
website (Goran Bregović 2002) that describe him as “surely the most known 
composer of the balkans [sic]” further underline his link to this region. Bregović 
is therefore regarded as an authority in what “genuine” Balkan music is (cf. 
Laušević 2007: 195); in other words, he is in a position to (re)construct the image 
of the region and (re)present it to those unfamiliar with its geographical, 
cultural, historical, and (above all) musical traits, by reviving selected elements 
of Balkan music tradition(s) that conform to the audience’s perception of the 
region and expectations of what Balkan music should sound like. The 
mechanism of choice of those elements of the music tradition (as suitable for 
reviving) that are perceived as representative of the Balkans was discussed in 
Chapter 4.  In an article about his concerts in Romania, Bregović’s music is given 
an even more important role:

With his music, Bregović affirms Balkan culture and preserves its rich musical 
heritage … Under a title “Bregović is saving the Balkans”, Romanian daily 
“Chronica Romana” writes that Bregović is breaking prejudices about this region, 
which is regarded mainly as a “powder-keg” in spite of its vast cultural richness, 
tradition, Byzantine heritage intertwined with influences of Western civilisation. 
Bregović’s music is a protest to all those who understand nothing and know 
nothing about this part of the world (Bregović spasava Balkan 2001).

However, in spite of the power attributed to Bregović to change the overall 
image of the Balkans, his music (and statements about his music) rarely opposes 
common ideas already present in the public’s imagery about this peninsula (see 
2.1). His comments usually maintain the same lines that essentialise the Balkans 
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and bring it down to a powder-keg area, that used to lie behind the Iron Curtain, 
inhabited predominantly by Orthodox Christians, and mostly by Slav and Roma 
peoples. In this respect, Bregović’s music (and comments about his music) is in 
accordance with a Balkanised image of the area. Todorova claims that 

the Balkan architects of the different self-images have been involved from the very 
outset in a complex and creative dynamic relationship with [Balkanist] discourse: 
some were (and are) excessively self-conscious, others defiant, still others paranoic 
[sic], a great many arrogant and even aggressive, but all without exception were 
and continue to be conscious of it (1997: 61). 

Even while aware of the negative discourse about the region, Bregović 
readily embraces the complex cluster of Balkan images that are attributed to his 
music, and in fact builds his statements on an assumed exotic value of Balkan 
music stemming from an (already existing) image of the Balkans, “a stenographic 
indication [of] a piece of discourse that refers to background knowledge the 
speaker and audience share. This background knowledge is supposed to be, and 
is offered as, shared, trivial, and true” (Močnik 2005: 95 – emphasis in original). 
This tacitly assumed set of notions affects all participants in the discourse, and it 
is powerful as it can lead to identification with the imposed image (cf. Bhabha 
1994: 107-120). 

Both when emphasising his roots in claiming his “return to the origins, at 
the same time Slavic and gypsy” (Goran Bregović 2002), and when the “hypnotic 
power of his music” is described (Bregović Homepage [old]: Press in English), in 
Bregović’s Balkans it is possible to discern an exotic other, guided by ancient 
forces stronger than reason. “Roots in the Balkans where he stems from, head in 
the 21st Century which he fully inhabits, Goran Bregović … [is] creating music 
that our soul recognises instinctively and the body greets with an irresistible 
urge to dance” (Bregović Homepage [old]: Biography). The imagined essence of 
the Balkans is best summarised in the excerpt from the press section of 
Bregović’s old website, where his music is described as a “great gypsy circus, 
illuminated by bright and blinding light, but also full of melancholy … Odour of 
incense, sacredness and paganism” (Bregović Homepage [old]: press in Italian). 
A related impression of extreme emotions is present in Bregović’s own attempt 
to describe the “Balkan soul”: “I think we are a bit more self-pitying than other 
Europeans. And I think that we are sometimes too emotional. We actually move 
only in extremes, there is either too much happiness or too many tears, but 
nothing in between” (Buhre 2001). 

These extremes reveal dichotomies that are relatable to the idea of 
Balkanism, where the image of the ancient, emotional East is confronted by the 
image of the modern, emotionless West. Indeed, one of the common tropes of the 
Balkans in popular culture is the idea of emotional excess, or simultaneous 
experience of contradictory emotions such as joy and sorrow, exaltation and 
melancholy and so on. This alleged mercurial temperament of Balkan 
inhabitants has been noted in many instances, starting from Todorova noting 
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historical sources on the local population’s “incapacity for moderation” (1997: 
120), to more recent accounts (e.g. Barber-Kersovan 2009: 240) of enjoying Balkan 
music precisely for its immediacy and opportunity to experience the same 
unconstrained temperament, or rather to temporarily release one’s own 
constraints and assume a role of an out-of-control Balkanite:

[A]t Balkan parties young people could express their sentiments in the specific 
Balkanic way – “typical Balkan” sentiments are supposed to express hot temper 
and pathos – but also its “leisured, riotous culture”.  That means, they could 
scream, yell,  dance, have fun, and skip from one sentiment to another, drink, 
without taking care about etiquette. They, basically, consummated their own 
notions of “being a Balkanite” (Muršić 2007: 96-97).

Importantly, and as mentioned in 2.1.3, this view of the region’s typical 
mentality is likewise internalised by its inhabitants, whose lives are – according 
to a study on Serbs’ negotiation of their Balkan identity – “about crazy, irrational 
behaviour ... primitive behaviour if you will ... and it is also about a deep 
melancholy, about the Serbian self-destructive sadness that we celebrate ... A direct 
enjoyment of the moment ... of the here and now” (Volčić 2005: 167 – emphasis in 
original). 

On his official website, Bregović’s music was described as a “synthesis of 
the Balkans” (Bregović Homepage [old]: Press in English). This “synthesis” 
creates a version, a distilled interpretation of the region and its complexities, 
enabling those outside the Balkans a (feeling of) better insight and 
understanding of the region and its music. It is referred to by the composer 
himself as the “hypothetical Balkans”:

When I was young, I thought my music had to sound like Western music. So I did 
not believe in domestic musical heritage, the way I believe in it now. … [My recent 
music] is our music inspired by our environment. Foreigners may think that we in 
the Balkans play such music. But that is, of course, not true. The music I play is 
nowhere in the Balkans created in that way. Therefore, my music is not the music of 
the real Balkans; it is the music of the hypothetical Balkans. In it are mixed things that 
had never mixed in the Balkans on their own (Mijatović 2002: 41 – emphasis 
added). 

Although “hypothetical” (meaning invented), the Balkans depicted in 
Bregović’s music is often confronted to the spatiality of the region, which shows 
his awareness of the constructedness of the discourse he is using to promote his 
music. Reflecting the ambiguity of the physical and political position of the 
region (see 2.1), Bregović’s statements about its actual location are twofold. The 
first group of statements places the Balkans undoubtedly outside Europe. These 
remarks focus on differences between the (imagined) Balkans and (imagined) 
Europe, recalling the ubiquitous West/East dichotomy. When positions the 
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Balkans outside Europe, Bregović usually emphasises “differences between us 
and Europe that have always existed … There has always been this (and such) 
civilisation gap between us and Europe that we can hardly catch up 
with” (Ferina 2002),2 and underlines the (already mentioned) role of his music in 
overcoming these differences: his music should be “some kind of 
communication between us as we are, pathetic and crappy, and the bright world. 
For twenty years everybody criticised me for it, but at the end it turned out I am 
a modern composer” (Mijatović 2002: 48). Within this image, the Balkans are in 
fact substituting the Orient, following Todorova’s thought that it is not “an 
innate characteristic of the Balkans that bestows it the air of mystery but the 
reflected light of the Orient” (1997: 15). Bregović indeed seems to equate the 
Balkans with the Orient; moreover he gives it a physical epicentre, and discusses 
the “quintessence” of the region being in Istanbul: 

Greece and Turkey are very interesting places for me. For centuries, Istanbul was 
the capital of the empire which we belonged to. So for five centuries, all the best 
was accumulated there. If you really want to find the things you feel to be your 
roots, you’ll find their quintessence in Istanbul (Mijatović 2002: 51). 

A related image shows the position of an “outsider within” discussed by 
Fleming (2000: 1220). The Balkans, although still not Europe, are placed within 
and surrounded by Europe. This perspective reflects the idea of Europe 
metonymically replaced by the European Union, and the idea of the Balkans 
metonymically replaced by former Yugoslavia (or rather some of its former 
republics). Thus, changes induced by the EU’s 2007 enhancement by Bulgaria 
and Romania influence Bregović’s perception of these countries’ place in or 
outside Europe. 

For [Bregović], “the future of the European continent will inevitably be played out 
in the Balkans. It would be a problem for Europe, which surrounds us,  to have ‘wild’ 
countries at its centre: Greece to the south, Bulgaria to the north and soon Romania 
…” Between his whisky, guitar and accordion, Goran Bregović admits to being 
more than optimistic: “it is in the EU’s best interests to integrate the ‘wild ones’ 
like us,” he concludes with a smile (Neveux 2006 – emphasis added). 
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replicated at the level of official state policy. 
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The second group of Bregović’s statements referring to the physical 
location of the Balkans reflects the idea of this region being on the border 
between East and West, Asia and Europe. This transitory status of the region, as 
elaborated in 2.1.2, is a common topic in discussions of Balkanism, for it is often 
perceived as space that is neither Europe, nor Orient (or both one and the other). 
The blurriness of the Balkans as a consequence of their liminality is underlined 
in Bregović’s statements and sometimes serves as justification for his artistic 
decisions, especially when he discusses the eclecticism of his music (see below). 

The blurriness of the Balkans is often correlated to cohabiting ethnic, 
national and confessional groups, resulting in the “musical melting pot” that 
Bregović draws from when inventing his stereotypical Balkans: 

You created, in a way, a musical melting pot that was accepted by the West.  – Through 
history the Balkans used to be one of the darkest places. Through history it used to 
be a border among three confronted worlds – Orthodox, Catholic and Islamic. 
Borders are dark places that nobody wants to deal with … Our image in the world 
is horrible (Mičeta 1999). 

At the same time, he refers to the same border quality as a source of 
inspiration, using the same idea of the border as a “dark place” to underline its 
ambiguity and strangeness: “I am getting my inspiration at the border ... Art 
from such places is completely unknown. Music from that border might be the 
last big music revelation and I am revealing it to the world” (Mijatović 2002: 
42-43).  By this and many similar statements, he is embedding his discourse into 
the discourse revolving around self-empowerment of various worldwide 
borders (as elaborated in Chapter 2).

Perpetuating the same constructed image, Bregović, the ambassador of the 
“wild ones,” presents the music of the dark, blurry, liminal Balkans to the rest of 
the world. His references to the border culture are compatible both with 
Europe’s obsession with its margins (Van de Port 1998: 171-178), and with the 
postmodernist emancipation and giving voice to the liminal, hybrid, inbetween 
(cf. Bhabha 1994; Soja 1996). Bregović’s mobilising of his border identity reflects 
the well-known trope in postcolonial studies: juxtaposed against the words 
written by bell hooks, Bregović’s words resonate with a relevance that reaches 
beyond promoting a concert tour, which greatly contributes to his international 
popularity.

Living as we did – on the edge – we developed a particular way of seeing reality. 
We looked both from the outside in and from the inside out. We focused our 
attention on the center as well as on the margin. We understood both. This mode 
of seeing reminded us of the existence of a whole universe, a main body made up 
of both margin and center (bell hooks, quoted in Soja 1996: 100). 
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The two notions mentioned above, Bregović’s roots in the Balkans and the 
metaphoric position of the Balkans in or outside Europe, are actively used by 
him to justify his artistic choices. He uses his listeners’ background knowledge 
(Močnik 2005: 95) about the region to legitimate his music by giving it a stamp of 
Balkanness, especially in cases when he is criticised for stepping away from 
what are considered to be his Balkan roots, or when his choices are assessed as 
ethically questionable. 

It is possible to discern several different applications of Balkan-related 
discourse in Bregović’s statements. One of the main notions that Bregović uses to 
refer to his composing process is eclecticism that builds on the idea of the 
mongrel nature of the Balkans elaborated above. He describes himself as “a 
composer who comes from a very eclectic place, from a land dominated by Turks 
for five centuries, the only direct border between orthodox [sic] Catholics and 
Muslims” (Neveux 2006). This notion is most often supported by highlighting 
two facts from his biography, a consequence of what is described as a “cultural 
jigsaw” (Bednarz 1999): the fact that he grew up in multicultural Sarajevo, and 
the fact that he comes from a multiethnic family (as his father was Croatian and 
his mother Serbian). These two facts (echoing what Todorova referred to as the 
Balkans’ perceived “handicap of heterogeneity” – see 2.1.1) are repeated over 
and over again in introductory segments of almost every interview and article 
about Bregović, as if to underline from the very beginning the hybrid features of 
this Balkan ambassador and also the blurry image of the Balkans themselves. 
These facts, as elaborated in 4.2, are also noted as the basis for his treatment of 
traditional music. 

Bregović claims that eclecticism as an artistic approach, resulting in what 
he refers to as a melange (Bregović Homepage [old]: press in French), stems from 
his Balkan origins: it is “very natural; it just goes naturally from the place I'm 
from” (Mijatović 2002: 43).3  The notion of eclecticism is corroborated by what 
Fleming, when commenting on West European and North American perceptions 
of the Balkans, describes as a “tendency to lump [the Balkans] all together, to 
overlook any differences that might exist between countries, regimes, peoples, or 
even names of countries” (2000: 1219). In building his version of the Balkans, a 
construct of such an amalgamated nature, Bregović (perhaps understandably) 
mirrors the blurriness of his listeners’ perceptions, “in order to cater to their 
preconceptions” (Laušević 2007: 44). 

Stating his “natural” eclecticism legitimises his composing choices, which 
are also claimed to stem from an “eclectic” treatment of music sources. Such an 
idea is further supported by the events in the Balkans at the end of the 20th 
century, the civil wars and the displacement of hundreds of thousands of 
Yugoslav citizens. Heavily influenced by political circumstances, Bregović 
creates music that is not “a nostalgic painting of a deserted house, but an 
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enthralling fresco about the richness of diversity … What is a musician to do, 
whose family, godfathers and friends are children of the cursed Balkans?” (Mijatović 
2002: 42). 

An answer to this question is offered by Bregović himself: “Displaced from 
my own homeland, cultural, mental and emotional homeland, at first I was 
frightened and horrified, but eventually I started enjoying it” (Popović 1996). At 
the same time, he explains that the “direct consequence of the war is the fact that 
I do not have a homeland anymore … For someone who writes songs it is a 
serious handicap, because I cannot write poems anymore, I cannot write them in 
my own language anymore. This is why now I only recycle songs” (ibid). In this 
way, he is interpreting the fact he had to leave his country (as a consequence of 
wars) both as a limiting and an empowering creative force. In a recent interview 
he is making a clear connection between the political circumstances influencing 
his life and his compositional practice, when he confirms that “the same way I 
am inventing a country I live in, I also invent its folklore ... Since part of our 
tradition is to take two old sweaters and knit a new one, in the same way you 
will always find some old threads in my music” (Grujić and Nikčević 2012).

After leaving Sarajevo and moving to Paris, Bregović starts his 
international career by recycling his earlier music (see 4.2). Among his audiences 
and in the public sphere, his recycling technique is both approved of and 
strongly criticised, which arguably can be explained by Bregović’s double 
positionality (Taylor 1997: 40), his existence in two realms – the realm of 
“traditional music” where preservationist ideals are a priority and authenticity 
of music is highly regarded, and the realm of the contemporary world music 
market, where music traditions from all over the world are fused into new styles 
without restraint. 

The critique of Bregović’s work usually revolves around the same two 
perspectives, and they coexist in his statements as well, in a dialectic 
relationship. Such a double perspective can paradoxically even be found in a 
single argument, for example in Gourgouris’ claim that “Bregović relies on folk 
elements but what he does with that tradition breaks it apart” (2005: 343). In the 
same text, though, he contradicts himself by stating that “[t]his is how ‘ethnic 
music’ can still be renewed: by being performed against the grain, relieved from 
the quicksand of nostalgic fetish” (ibid: 341). Not dissimilar to the idea of the 
blurry Balkans, his additional comment emphasises Bregović creating a 
simulacrum of traditions that he uses as sources: 

No doubt, his genius is one of absorption and appropriation. … The connecting 
thread – the thread of secondary revision – is precisely the cannibalization of one’s 
refracted, indigenous musical forms. Bregović is explicitly drawn to variation, 
recirculation,  rearrangement, repetition, continuous self-quotation, continuous 
blurring of the ‘original’ instance and the instance of its reproduction (ibid.). 
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Bregović interprets his eclectic compositional approach within the context 
of his Balkan roots and the region’s (recent) political history. This view entirely 
mirrors the perceived melange of nations and cultures, so often stressed by those 
involved in the analysis of the Balkanist discourse (see 2.1). In another interview, 
as mentioned above, he describes himself as a collagist, pasting things one to 
another, discarding it where it does not “hold” (Nikcevich 1995). This seems to 
point to a further function of the Balkanist discourse in Bregović’s statements 
because, due to such a composition process and use of musical sources, he 
cannot ensure the “historical continuity and organic purity” (Livingston 1999: 
74) of his music, and therefore needs to embed it into the Balkan framework and 
give it an unquestionable label of Balkanness. This discourse validates him as 
someone who “grew” from the Balkans and whose music is therefore “music of 
the Balkans.” 

Bregović’s recycling compositional technique is likewise embedded in the 
context of his assumed attitude towards traditional music. He disputes criticisms 
(that he uses motives that do not belong to him – see 4.2.2) with an elaborate 
discussion on traditional music and musicians. The main point he makes is that 
he should be regarded as a “folk musician,” which draws on the idea of 
“authentic folk songs,” as summarised by Livingston: “they must be old, they 
must be anonymous, they must exist in oral tradition, they must have variant 
forms, and they must come from uneducated rural peoples” (1999: 75). 
Disregarding all implications of composing and performing in the context of the 
globalised world music market and his undoubtable stardom notwithstanding, 
Bregović constructs for himself a third space in which he capitalises on “the non-
synchronous temporality of global and national cultures,” a condition “peculiar 
to borderline existences” (Bhabha 1994: 312). He equates himself with an 
idealised image of anonymous musicians in the distant past who had 
communally recreated music by varying already existing music material and by 
orally transmitting it to other community members. Within that symbolic 
framework, all music belongs to everybody and is available for everybody to 
play and develop further.

The image of the traditional musician in Bregović’s statements is 
connected to the Balkans, that according to him still cherish art created by 
anonymous and uncredited community members. When asked about musicians 
he cooperates with and who sometimes are, but sometimes are not, given credit 
on his labels, he claims that “[h]ere and more to the East, all music becomes 
traditional, unknown people paint churches and buildings. We come from the 
part of the world where art is depersonalised, where there were never any 
names. This is the world my artists come from” (Ferina 2002). He summarises 
his attitude by stating that “the tradition is there to steal it, and everybody bases 
their creations on anonymous tradition. I know of no one who had invented 
something without relying on tradition, from Stravinsky to Bela Bartok” (Sanz 
2001). Apparently, his attitude towards tradition is twofold: on the one hand, he 
refers to the idea of communal re-creation in order to legitimise his similar 
treatment of music material, as well as to ensure for his music a label of what 
Laušević calls “imagined antiquity and purity of its origin” (2007: 178). At any 
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other level, though, referring to tradition is unnecessary, since Bregović does not 
seem to share the ideals underlining music revivals, nor does his audience assign 
significance to the level of authenticity of performed tunes. Like it was discussed 
in 2.3, the authenticity (understood in its older meaning of being genuine) is 
abandoned as both unattainable and irrelevant. 

As elaborated in the following section, Bregović’s image of traditional 
musicians playing traditional music in a traditional way is especially noticeable 
in his statements about Roma musicians and his cooperation with them. 
Described as a “connoisseur of gypsy cultures” (Neveux 2006), he embeds his 
music in his representation of the Balkans, and emphasises Roma people as 
living remains of the “Balkan soul.” The image of folk musicians mentioned 
above is combined with his impression of Roma being more “natural” and 
therefore more authentic than other nations from the same area, which he 
assesses as a desirable quality: “[The Gypsies] like the harmony from one song, 
the melody from another, the rhythm from a third one, and they simply like to 
play it, and it becomes their music” (Interviews with Goran Bregović 2007). At 
the same time, in contrast to this statement, Bregović’s career shows that his 
idealised image of folk musicians freely exchanging music among themselves 
does not extend to the issue of protecting his own authorship and copyrights. 
Nevertheless, in many interviews he stresses the importance of his tunes being 
accepted by the audience and living a life of their own, as if they were indeed 
communally recreated: “It makes me happy that in time it was forgotten who 
composed [the song Đurđevdan], and nowadays it is sung in restaurants as a folk 
song. That happens only once in a composer’s career: to create something that 
sounds as if it were not composed, but rather emerged on its own” (ibid). He 
carries his point further by stating that “[i]f I would know that in one hundred 
years a song of mine is still performed in a wedding or a funeral, I would know 
that I did not compose in vain for all these years. That is my final composing 
ambition” (Ferina 2002). In that respect, Bregović’s music has indeed become 
“folk music” of the Balkans, as many a brass band’s current repertoire includes 
at least one of Bregović’s megahits (Kalašnjikov, Ederlezi or Mesečina).

5.2. What is the G in GB? Gypsy Images in Bregović’s Music4

This section continues the discussion started at the end of the previous 
section, and explores well known stereotypes about Gypsies that are 
disseminated within the discourse surrounding Bregović’s music. In his 
communication with the globalised world, Bregović’s “loudspeakers” are the 
Roma, their music and language. Avoiding singing in any of the languages 
deriving from his native Serbo-Croatian, he adopts the Roma voice to speak to 
his worldwide audiences. On the transregional world music market, he is one of 
the biggest names associated with “gypsy” music style (and this even seems to 
be on the increase: big Roma musicians – such as the Gypsy Kings – are starting 
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to be associated with Bregović’s powerful world music label – see 3.4). The 
notion of “Gypsy music” is marketed as synonymous with Bregović’s music and 
therefore belonging to an intrinsic whole. The term “Gypsy” is utilised as a 
commercial label that does not necessarily refer to Romani music or music 
performed by Romani musicians (cf. Silverman 2012). Nevertheless, Bregović 
frequently refers to his band members as Gypsies, and to his Wedding and 
Funeral Band as a “gypsy brass band,” despite their mixed ethnic background. 
Numerous positive stereotypes about Gypsies emphasise the irony of the Balkan 
music discourse: in spite of the negative influence they are considered to have 
(even nowadays) on traditional music in Balkan countries (e.g. Golemović 2006a: 
117), Gypsy music is the “sound” of the Balkans in Western Europe.

Bregović’s career is inextricably linked to Gypsy music, starting from his 
early collaborations with Emir Kusturica (see 3.2). By being associated with 
Gypsy music, Bregović’s music achieves a higher level of authenticity, as this 
link implies that his music comes from the roots: “After disbanding his rock 
band Bijelo Dugme (White Button) in 1985, Goran Bregović delved into his own 
musical roots and recreated the music of the Gypsy groups” (Sanz 2001). The 
same notion is repeated on Emir Kusturica’s website, which emphasises 
Bregović’s “return to the origins” (Goran Bregović 2002). Similar to Bregović 
influencing the image of the Balkans and their music internationally (see 
previous section), his emphatic link with the Gypsies both feeds and constructs 
the discourse on the Roma. 

In contrast to long-lasting reputation of Gypsies as music contaminators 
and thieves (Brown 2000), Bregović refers to them affirmatively as keepers of the 
traditional, natural sound: as quoted before, in one interview he praised his 
Wedding and Funeral Band for playing “natural” music, and stated that he 
preferred it “when [music is] a bit ‘out of tune,’ exactly as much as everything 
around us is also out of tune” (Mijatović 2002: 53). His version of Gypsies and 
Gypsy music relies heavily on the idea that they are gifted artists playing 
authentic music of the Balkans. The importance of the notion of Gypsies as 
naturally gifted musicians (as opposed to having skills obtained by practice and 
training) is supported by other studies (Bellman 1998b: 79-80, Van de Port 1999: 
292-293, Malvini 2004: 47). Bregović’s appropriation of Gypsies shows that he 
often tends to identify (himself, his listeners, “all of us”) with them. At the same 
time, though, Gypsies retain their exotic allure. 

The mechanism of creating and replicating stereotypes about the Balkans 
(introduced in 2.1.4) is a necessary element of communication: “the inevitability 
of representation always involves the necessity for metaphors that make direct, 
unmediated, and perfect communication impossible” (Lipsitz 1994: 161). On the 
one hand, stereotypes are a necessary mechanism in coping with differences, 
ambiguities and complexity: “The stereotype thus helps organize the 
world” (Balalovska 2003). On the other, the stigma they imprint on a subject of 
stereotyping can be debilitating, especially when the stereotype is internalised. 
Gabor (2007) identifies stereotypes about the Roma in Kusturica’s movies and 
explores whether references to Roma and their music perpetuate or challenge 
existing stereotypes about them. In popular culture, stereotypes are not 
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necessarily used maliciously or ignorantly. Rather, stereotype-consistent (as 
opposed to stereotype-inconsistent) information is employed in the need for 
efficient and comprehensible coding of a communicated message (Lyons and 
Kashima 2001), which mirrors Seeman’s reference to iconic condensation, “a 
kind of cultural shorthand” (2006), or Močnik’s “background knowledge” 
mentioned earlier (2005: 95); see also Said (2003 [1978]: 67) on reality being 
transformed into “units of knowledge.” In Bregović’s statements about his music 
it is possible to identify three main stereotypes about the Roma, three sets of 
axiomatic statements that are (verbally and/or visually) used to communicate 
meanings between performers and the audience.

Stereotype 1: Passion (for Life)
A big selling point for Balkan/Gypsy music in the world music market is the 
idea that music performed by Gypsies can create a platform for expressing and 
negotiating multiple identities. This music and the ways it is contextualised (see 
5.3.2) enables the listeners to enter another reality. The image of Gypsies as free 
nomads (see below) supports the stereotype of their power to communicate 
extreme emotions through music, which seems to be corroborated by actual 
research within Gypsy communities (Kertész-Wilkinson 1992: 115; see also 
Brown 2000: 120 on the “weeping-rejoicing” manner of Gypsy performance). 
Likewise, in the domain of classical music of the 19th century and onwards, 
Gypsy music has been regarded as a “repository of emotional states, quickly 
alternating between grief and happiness” (Malvinni 2004: 72). The same is stated 
by Bellman who locates “extremes of emotion inaccessible to normal people” in 
style hongrois, yielding from the Gypsies’ inclination towards “both metahuman 
despair and a savage joy.” This is the crucial point in many representations of 
Gypsies in art and literature, depicting them as skilful musicians and/or 
dancers, especially as Bellman importantly connects it with the concept of role-
playing, embodied in this process of dealing with extreme emotions: the skill of 
“rejoicing in the face of sadness and inner rage” (1993: 91-92; see also ibid: 185). 
This skill in itself can be related to the process of negotiating the stigma, 
elaborated in 2.1.3. 

The stereotype of Gypsies being able to experience (and therefore convey) 
deep and extreme emotions is fuelled by an assumption that plays a very 
important role in the discourse surrounding Bregović’s music: that extreme 
emotions can (and do) lead to lack of control, wildness and loss of self. This is 
exactly where Van de Port sees the meaning of this music for the non-Gypsy 
audiences, when he claims that “the insight into the irrational, wild human 
being – an insight that has to be preserved because people know that they 
simply cannot allow themselves to ignore it – is relocated in the fantastic 
imaginary world that is woven around the figure of the Gypsy” (1998: 156). 

This notion, that Gypsies are characterised by deep emotionality that they 
are able to convey through music, is frequently utilised in Bregović’s words 
about his music. Especially the idea of living in the moment (cf. van de Port 
1998) is heavily exploited by him. His website corroborates the idea of another 
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world one enters when listening to Gypsy music and goes further to describe his 
music as a “great gypsy circus” (Bregović Homepage [old]: Press in Italian), as of 
lately advising the listener to go crazy, for otherwise they are not normal 
(Bregović Homepage [new]). Bregović emphasises Gypsies as living remains of 
the Balkan soul (see previous section), using the notion of the passionate Gypsy 
to metonymically represent and stand for all Balkan inhabitants, which is in line 
with their centuries-old image in music and popular culture: 

The emotional makeup of the Gypsies is integral to the stereotype. [It] disposed 
them, it was thought, to wild celebration and exultation; their talent for musical 
expression and entertainment was another manifestation of this same propensity. 
They were also supposedly subject to a profound, almost animal melancholy, the 
natural wages of their ancient curse, their wandering, and their persecution 
(Bellman 1993: 85). 

The exaggerated emotional charge of Gypsy music is at the centre of the 
musicians’ appeal, as it endows them with an ability to play with extraordinary 
“vividness, immediacy, and authenticity of feeling ... with the Gypsies musical 
expression is absolutely natural and necessary, and with the rest of us somehow 
more contrived and inauthentic” (ibid: 185). Bregović himself emphasises the 
same notion when he describes Balkan souls experiencing (and expressing) 
extreme emotions. He describes Gypsies as people who believe “freedom is the 
only thing worth living and dying for” (Composer brings ‘Carmen’ back to life 
with new gypsy-friendly ending 2006). This idea is emphasised when he talks 
about his Karmen: building on the well-known narrative, he turns Carmen’s 
tragic end into Karmen’s happy-end, thus giving it a “Gypsy-friendly 
ending” (ibid). He refers to passion twice in the same sentence when he 
describes Karmen as a “powerful and passionate woman from the world of 
Gypsies who live in the city outskirts, on the social margins, in poverty, but with 
an ability to live with irony and great passion” (Goran Bregović: “Karmen” u 
Rijeci i Zagrebu 2009).

Stereotype 2: Freedom
Within the Balkan region, constructed and imagined through music events such 
as Bregović’s performances, there is a recurring image of Gypsies as free 
nomads, unbound by constraints of (Western) civilisation. This image 
perpetuates both the Balkanised features of the region, and the romanticised idea 
of Gypsies themselves. The image of Gypsies as Others is noted by many 
researchers (Silverman 1996: 233, van de Port 1998: 6-7, Brown 2000: 123, 
Malvinni 2004: 86), and this alien identity strongly influences the 
commodification and marketing of Gypsy music (and the Balkans in general). 
Bregović’s performances construct and market the Balkans as a blurry, yet exotic 
space inhabited by Gypsies who live their lives “full to the brim” (Bregović 
Homepage [old]: press in English). In this picture the Gypsies are painted as the 
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appealing, exoticised European Other, and their music is a way for the consumer 
to “re-inject the self with otherness” (Van de Port 1999: 306).

Bregović’s identification with exotic Gypsies arguably stems from his 
personal feeling of “homelessness” after the break-up of Yugoslavia. Feeling 
alienated from the country that was disappearing in civil wars, speaking a 
language that has meanwhile broken down into three separate languages, 
Bregović chose Gypsies as his speakers. He started to adopt their language in 
order to remain neutral and to avoid political connotations of writing in the 
languages he no longer identified with:

I do not write in our language anymore. I grew up speaking Serbo-Croatian, a 
language that does not exist anymore. I do not work using the Serbian dialect 
because it is not my mother tongue, and I am not enough Serb, or Croat or 
Bosnian to write in these local dialects. Lately I write either in Romani or in an 
invented language (Jovanović 2004b). 

Bregović’s desire to identify with Gypsies is easily detectable in these 
words, echoing Van de Port’s thought that “Gypsies represent what we are 
although we are not allowed to be it” (1998: 154). Even the orientalised, alien 
image of the Gypsy is appealing to him as an alternative to his disintegrated 
homeland. His listeners readily accept Gypsies constructed in that way and 
project their own rebellious feelings into their image. The Gypsy features of 
Bregović’s music are arguably at the core of this music’s appeal, offering a 
chance to party “in full abandonment, until the cows come home” (Luks 2011):

Bregović identifies closely with the Romany experience. In May 2000, he told the 
Times of London that “Deep down, most of us would like to be a Gypsy. … It’s a 
metaphor for that part of the soul which wants to defy gravity. The Gypsies teach 
us about a traditional system of values when freedom was different and more 
precious than it is now.” In his music, Bregović captures such freedom for his 
listeners (Byrne 2002).5 

Stereotype 3: Innovation Through Hybridism 
In earlier music texts, it was often claimed that Gypsies did not have their own 
music but instead played the music of the host community, either innovating or 
corrupting it. For a long time the sphere of classical music was influenced by 
Bartók’s notorious opinion of Gypsies as contaminators of pure Hungarian 
music (Brown 2000, Malvinni 2004: 141-162). In contrast, later studies interpret 

207

5 Interestingly, this internal wish to assume the Gypsy role is echoed by the biggest pop 
music megastar, Madonna, who has reflected on her debut at directing (Filth and Wisdom, 
2008) and her cooperation with Eugene Hutz of Gogol Bordelo,  the ultimate Gypsy of the 
Western pop mainstream: “I think, secretly, I want to be a gypsy. I love the idea of 
travelling round and playing music and letting life unfold in a spontaneous 
way” (Madonna’s Gypsy Dreams 2008).



the process of “Gypsifying” music as a powerful and desirable creative force. 
Within that framework, the Gypsies’ appropriation of traditional music results 
from their freedom that allows them to innovate and hybridise (Garfias 1981, 
Heuwekemeijer 2011, Kertész-Wilkinson 1992, Kovalcsik 1987, Pettan 1992). In 
recent studies, their approach to music is described as cross-fertilising (Malvinni 
2004: 213), or “trafficking” in music styles (Silverman 1996: 248; Silverman 2012). 
They are seen as the “original intermediary, translator, and integrator between 
the Balkan’s separate musical languages” (Dimov, quoted in Buchanan 2007c: 
235); they are thus acknowledged as crucial agents in the dissemination and 
development of local music practices. 

As mentioned before, the discourse surrounding Bregović’s music offers a 
positive interpretation of Gypsies and their attitude towards music, constructing 
them as freely engaging in musical hybridism and thereby innovating the 
traditional music corpus. Although it also applies to many other groups in the 
Balkans and worldwide, Gypsies are emphasised as the ones who constantly 
rearrange and re-create music, with improvisation and variation their main 
performance techniques. 

Authors of ethnographies on Gypsies emphasise that the Roma group 
members themselves sometimes corroborate (or at the least do not challenge) 
such imagining. They exploit the existing stereotypes about them and transform 
Gypsy music into a commodity to sell to non-Gypsies (Gmelch 1986, Silverman 
1988, van de Port 1999, Malvinni 2004). Their role-playing and “impression 
management” (Keil and Keil 2002: 107) is discussed as an important element of 
what Silverman calls “negotiating Gypsiness.” She sees the reason for Gypsies 
accepting stereotypes imposed on them is the fact that it creates a defence 
mechanism against contamination by the non-Gypsy culture (Silverman 1988: 
265-266). Van de Port claims that “understanding of the ‘soul’ of Gypsy music 
should start from the realisation that the ‘Gypsiness’ of Gypsy music is a 
construct on the perceivers’ part, but which is elaborated and commodified by 
Gypsy musicians” (1999: 292). 

As already discussed in 4.3, the essence of Bregović’s utilisation of the 
Gypsy image deals with their assumed approach towards traditional music, 
which is strongly corroborated by the composer. The image of Gypsies as folk 
(i.e. traditional) musicians is intertwined with his impression of Gypsies being 
more authentic than other ethnic groups from the same area, which he assesses 
as a desirable quality. As mentioned above, he praises Gypsies as being free to 
steal music in a way that is “eclectic, but natural, ancient” which is precisely 
where he positions the power of their music (Interviews with Goran Bregović 
2007). Under the Gypsy label, Bregović’s attitude towards traditional music 
gains additional meaning: his dubious (and otherwise highly criticised) 
treatment of sources becomes a “natural” synergic approach to traditional music, 
as Gypsies are so well known for.
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Goran will continue his experiments in the fusion of sorts of music. … without 
forgetting this self fusioning [sic] music, the one of the Gypsies, sources of a really 
universal music, at the same time symphonic and intimate (Goran Bregović 2002). 

In Bregović’s performing palette, therefore, the Gypsies play a role of the 
empowered peripheral voice, a border voice that is unconstrained by 
dichotomies and free to hybridise, in the ideal embodiment of what Bhabha 
referred to as hybridity which opens at the interstices, in third space (1994; see 
also Silverman 2007: 358 on the Roma as “cosmopolitan cultural constellations 
that are hallmarks of an alternative modernity,” modernity that is located at the 
margins). This is why Bregović opts for them as his loudspeakers in the world 
music scene; this is why he wants to be a Gypsy; this is why he chooses their 
language over any of the ex-Yugoslav derivate tongues; because in this image of 
the free Gypsy lies the essence of his marketing value.

Bregović’s recycling is in the centre of controversies related to his career 
(see 4.2). However, he readily admits to accusations of recycling and adds: “I 
constantly recycle ... This is how I imagine music” (Popović 1996). Although 
revealing his personal view of treating traditional sources when he labels them 
as “stealing,” he resolves this paradox by stating that “the tradition is there to 
steal it” (Sanz 2001), whereas in another interview he makes a direct link with 
Gypsies who “believe music belongs to us all so they feel free to steal in the most 
natural way” (Luks 2011). 

As stated above, Bregović’s comments on Gypsy musicians reveal a 
romantic image of a nomad nation that is free from the constraints of modern 
life.6  Gypsies offer the “roots” he can refer to in order to provide the label of 
authenticity for his music. More than this, though, these roots are (politically, 
ethnically) neutral, unlike other ethnic groups that indeed have music regarded 
as ancient, but who also played a role in the breaking down of Yugoslavia during 
the 1990s. Besides, indisputable musical skills displayed by Gypsy musicians 
imply the “natural” virtuosity that additionally validates Bregović’s music. 
Malvinni (2004: 149) describes in detail how the image of Gypsy music had in 
the past occupied a negative pole of the stereotype, as an antithesis to “natural” 
music when confronted with peasant cultures (as stated by Bartók). In modern 
(Western) society, though, Gypsies re-acquire an unquestionable image of 
naturalness, replacing the peasants’ place in the public imaginary. Their 
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neoclassicism they are there to symbolize a primitive democracy; for the late 
Enlightenment, an obstruction to the progress of civilization; for romanticism, resistance 
and the utopia of autonomy; for realism, a threat that throws the order and detail of 
everyday life into relief; for aestheticism and modernism, a primitive energy still left 
beneath the modern that drives art itself;  and for socialist and postcolonial fiction, finally, 
a reactionary or resistant cultural force that lingers outside of the welfare state or the 
imperial order” (1992: 874). 



perceived freedom and lack of ties with modern culture keeps them closer to 
roots and nature, which makes their music more authentic. This stereotype, in 
turn, feeds the myth about born musicians and lineages of talented virtuosos. 

Another notion conveyed in Bregović’s appreciation of Gypsy musicians is 
their presumed attitude towards music and appropriation of music that he 
seems to share. It stems from the third stereotype elaborated above. He uses the 
Gypsy image to justify his own compositional process (recycling and collage) 
and to claim that it is a “natural” process of transmission of cultural forms. 
Praising Gypsies who “steal” music in order to create new music, Bregović 
manages to interpret his compositional choices within the framework of 
tradition and authenticity. According to him, stealing from tradition is tradition; 
it is a traditional process of creating music. Declaring Gypsies as authentic 
validates his music as authentic; describing them as thieves (albeit in the spirit of 
tradition) legitimises his own compositional techniques. At the same time, as 
stated above, his career shows that this idealised image of folk musicians freely 
creating, exchanging and innovating music does not extend to the level of 
protecting his own authorship and copyrights. This is the core of controversies 
about Goran Bregović’s music – the contradiction of him posing as a musician 
deeply rooted in his tradition, and at the same time acting as a (post)modern 
composer, creator of an autonomous artwork. Mobilising the Gypsy discourse 
enables him to negotiate this paradox. 

Apart from the one instance mentioned above (of sharing segments of the 
Karmen score with the cyber community – although it is questionable how far-
reaching this gesture really was), Bregović is keen to claim and protect his 
authorship over the music he performs. This was evident from his negative 
reaction to the former members of The White Button’s intention to play their old 
hits long after the band was dismantled (and Bregović continued to reuse the 
same tunes in his international career). Bregović appearing as a sole author, 
interestingly, extends even to his larger productions (such as concerts and 
operas) that he composed with a number of assistants (according to his own 
words, up to five assistants per production).7  However, although readily 
acknowledged by him (who claims to be careful about not learning too much 
and cultivating his ignorance – Kovačević 2002, Grujić and Nikčević 2012), the 
names of these anonymous craftsmen and -women (who are all university 
trained composers) are rarely revealed and the only composer credited on 
Bregović’s releases is Bregović himself.8 
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7  Bregović in a 2012 interview (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM, 
40.00). [Accessed May 28 2013]. 

8 It has to be noted, however, that sometimes the composers involved preferred not to 
have their names appear on the CD sleeve, as they did not want their careers (of 
composers of high-art contemporary music) to be associated with popular music or 
musicians of such a controversial image, such as Bregović.  For this reason the 
involvement of composers Bregović cooperated with in his orchestral productions is not 
discussed in this study.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM


As mentioned before, Bregović is regarded as the “connoisseur of Gypsy 
cultures.” He “deplores the rejection and discrimination of gypsies in France and 
England, as well as in Central and Eastern European countries. He would also 
like to see them receive more attention in Europe. For his nomadic peoples … 
Bregović demands both recognition and respect” (Neveux 2006 – emphasis 
added). Referring to “his nomadic peoples,” though, shows the inequality in the 
relationship between the musician and his collaborators, and instead reveals 
appropriation of Gypsies and their music by the composer. This passive role of 
Roma is emphasised by Malvinni, who states that in literature (and arts) they 
“do not appear for what they are in themselves, but rather, to exemplify 
whatever it is that author needs” (2004: 20). Van de Port reflects the same 
thoughts when he comments on Emir Kusturica’s appropriation of the Gypsy 
culture in his movies, and on their relationship as one of the “creator and his 
creation” (1998: 174). The Gypsy image is claimed by Bregović and his audience, 
who project their ideas of freedom (from constraints of modern life, from clear 
categories, freedom to be “out of tune”) onto that image. This identifying with 
Roma, labeled as ultimate Others yet attributed with positive stereotypes, 
reflects the Romani musicians’ role in “articulating the self” and the process of 
“reconciliation with the stranger inside” (van de Port 1999: 291, 302). Such 
domesticating of otherness is a consequence, in Kristeva’s (1991) words, of 
deconstructing the “stranger to ourselves” as the “stranger in ourselves.” 

The inclination of the audience toward performers marketed as Gypsy 
provides an incentive for artists like Bregović to continue to exploit these images. 
The positive stereotypes that are perpetuated by the composer and the music 
scene he belongs to do not change the fact that the Gypsy image is still 
constructed and imposed on the Roma themselves. Even if the group members 
accept this image for economic purposes (engaging, as stated previously, in 
impression management), within the Balkan music discourse Roma are mostly 
absent and silent, spoken for either by Western producers (see 2.3)9  or by 
curators, interpreters such as Bregović. This discourse (including Goran Bregović 
and his statements about his music) employs an essentialised Gypsy image 
where positive poles of binary stereotype pairs (freedom vs. drifting, innovators 
vs. thieves) are used to increase the music’s marketing value. The century-old 
paradigm of Roma appropriating and playing other groups’ music is reversed, 
as non-Roma appropriate the Gypsy image and assign their music with the 
Gypsy label in order to make it more appealing to the audience. 
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(2007) on “forgetting the Roma.”



5.3. Flirting with Western Expectations10 

This section picks up on the discussion about the ways the Balkans as a 
place is imagined and materialised in Bregović’s music. It reflects back on the 
issues (elaborated in Chapter 2) of place as a social construct, imprinted and 
projected into the empirical world from imagined geographies (Soja 1996: 78-79). 
It follows the trail of studies such as Stokes 1997a and Slobin 1996 that 
emphasise the importance of music’s spatiality, which is of crucial relevance for 
world music. This section explores Bregović’s music as it migrates to reach new 
audiences and interacts with these audiences’ expectations. 

In more than one way, Bregović’s music and its appeal in the world music 
market is comparable with case studies such as the one described by Eisentraut, 
where a musical style (samba) was picked and reinvented by a community who 
had no previous familiarity with that style. At the outset of his article, he 
wonders 

Is it in fact possible that social relationships and ideologies are encoded in musical 
styles and can be decoded reliably by an entirely different set of people? Or, on the 
other hand, do the adopting parties ascribe meanings to their chosen style in a 
way that bears no relationship to the originating culture? If meaning is merely 
associational, the adopted form could be used as a tabula rasa to represent any 
desired set of values (2001: 85-86). 

However, as the forthcoming discussion shows, Bregović’s music is not 
projected as a tabula rasa; it is not marketed as music free from any contextual 
association – not for his international listeners, let alone his intraregional (ex-
Yugoslav) audiences. Instead, as argued below, his music is contextualised 
within a framework generated on the one hand by the notion of the stereotypical 
Balkans constructed by Bregović himself (see 5.1), and on the other hand, by 
already existing assumptions about the way the music depicting (representing, 
or standing for) this particular Elsewhere should and does sound. In its 
approach, this section follows Kramer’s concept of potential/virtual meaning 
which results from (instead of precedes) the process of interpretation, in order to 
“suggest how the work may have operated in, with, on, and against the life of its 
culture. Approached in this way, the work ... becomes a relay in an open process 
of material and symbolic exchange” (2002: 20). As such, meaning is constructed, 
rather than revealed, in the act of interpretation. 
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5.3.1. Exotic Markers of Balkanness

The discussion about different ways one hears the Hijaz/Phrygian vs. 
harmonic minor scale (see 4.3.1) clearly shows discrepancies in music perception 
by different listeners. It also shows that any analytical position is prone to a set 
of limitations when it comes to determining even the basic musical features of a 
certain style, let alone broader questions of its meaning and emotional impact on 
any particular audience. In the case of Bregović’s music, as discussed in Chapter 
1, close insight into his complete oeuvre (including his early rock phase) is not 
necessarily more relevant or more informative for analysing his current 
performances. While on the one hand it allows for a comparative analysis of 
Balkan music features (as carried out in 4.3), on the other hand it hinders the 
listener from experiencing Bregović’s music as his international audience does – 
generally unaware of the particular sources of his recycled music, and aware 
only of their derived versions. Indeed, it might be argued that his international 
audience responds to a sound that is at best vaguely familiar due to repeated 
instances of earlier recyclings. 

This section follows extensive research carried out within historical 
musicology about musical exoticism. In spite of Taylor’s warning about the 
complexity and vagueness of this term (2007: 209), nevertheless it can be argued 
that (accompanied by its narrower counterpart, musical orientalism) it can still 
bear explicative value when it comes to the ways composers were (and are) 
using musical means to represent the Other. Locke emphasises a surviving 
significance of musical exoticisms in commercialised music (2009: 299), and 
acknowledges the applicability of this methodological concept to other genres 
(such as popular/world music).

Musical exoticism – which for the purposes of this text will be regarded as 
synonymous to musical orientalism – is defined in different ways in classical 
music research. Focusing more or less on strictly musical features of a given 
style, some authors see it as a process of translation of a musical style to another 
context (Hunter 1998: 48). Taylor broadens its meaning to include all possible 
“manifestations of an awareness of racial, ethnic, and cultural Others captured in 
sound” (2007: 2). He also provides a detailed history of the practice of depicting 
Others’ musics, which started to proliferate in the colonial period, when the 
Western world had become exposed to the wealth of cultures from the rest of the 
world, and which stretches all the way to present-day world music. 

Most of the authors acknowledge the constructed (invented) nature of 
musical exoticisms (Locke 2008: 336-337). Discussing the so-called Gypsy style, 
Bellman states that “[w]hat fueled its popularity and further defined its 
significance in contemporary culture was what it was imagined to be, not necessarily 
what it was, and what the Gypsies were presumed to be, not what they 
were” (1993: 22 – emphasis added; Loya 2008; see also previous section). 
Similarly, one of the premises of Hunter’s article on the alla Turca is that this style 
“has more to do with European interests than with anything intrinsic to the 
Turks or Turkish music” (1998: 43-44). As discussed at length within postcolonial 
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studies, the objectified Other is used by the Self to project its own ideas of 
alienness, rather than to reflect any actual quality of that Other. Exotic music of 
the previous centuries was thus intended to represent, not to be accurate or 
artistic (i.e. beautiful or profound). Over time, it conformed to the rules of mass 
culture which reflected the status of the Other as an object to be consumed 
(Taylor 2007: 90, 94). Writing about Mozart’s operas, Hammond states that the 
composer intended to depict “the East in opera, purely to entertain his Western 
audience, rather than attempting any objective ‘truth’” (2006: 8). Likewise, Scott 
emphasises that the very purpose of exotic music is “not to imitate but to 
represent,” and that what it represents is not the Other but our own fantasies 
about the Other (1998: 326). 

One of the most comprehensive definitions of exoticism comes from Locke 
(2008, 2009), who defines it as “the process of evoking a place, people, social 
milieu that is perceived as different from home by the people who created the 
exoticist cultural product and by the people who receive it” (2008: 357-358, 
emphasis in original). However, this definition contains a crucial premise: focus 
on places “different from home” in relation to the creators of the exotic product. 
This caveat hinders Locke’s definition from being applied to cases such as 
Bregović, who (as discussed already) exoticises music from his own background 
and targets it at worldwide audiences. Other authors have dealt with the same 
issue, which is arguably easier to tackle when it comes to studies of music made 
and performed in the pre-globalised world. Such attempts include the 
distinction between exoticism and “folklorism” (Bellman 1998a; Locke 2009: 
27-28) which is defined as the “use of folk material from the home culture to evoke 
a national sound or sensibility” (Bellman 1998a: IX, emphasis added). The 
questionable definition of the “folk material” aside, this distinction is 
problematic (especially when applied to today’s music) for its disregard of 
numerous environments where a music piece can be played after it was 
composed. Even if created with a folklorist goal (intended for “evoking a 
national sound”), a music piece can (and often does) acquire entirely new 
(exoticised) meanings as it reaches new audiences. In Loya’s succinct phrase, one 
must not forget “who is representing what to whom” (2008: 280), which shifts the 
attention to processes of reception rather than inception. 

Consequently, although Bregović’s music stems from his “own” culture 
(even if he declares his distance from any current derivation of that culture) and 
was perhaps initially created as folkloristic (in the period of tapping into 
traditional sources to evoke a Yugoslav sound and to enhance the reception of 
The White Button’s rock tunes – see 3.1), it generates a new set of associations as 
an exotic commodity par excellence when performed in front of Western 
European audiences. This problem is not new in world music studies. For 
instance, in his research on Bulgarian chalga, Kurkela (2007) faces similar 
difficulties in analysing its Oriental features, but fails to consider the issues of 
representation and human agency in creating the “Oriental” label, and also not 
reflecting on its constructed nature (not problematising the label assigned to 
chalga by his Bulgarian interlocutors). 
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This section employs the discussion on musical orientalisms (exoticisms), 
stretching it to encompass an artist who is considered to be a “native” speaker of 
local musical tongues. In the majority of literature on this subject, “native” artists 
are placed in a related category of “auto-exoticism” or “self-exoticism.” Locke 
offers a more useful distinction between music that reflects another culture’s 
music and the one that portrays the other culture itself (2009: 10), which mirrors 
Parakilas and his thoughts about distinguishing “Spanish music from music 
about Spain” or “a nation’s folk music and the music chosen, often from abroad, 
to represent that nation” (1998: 138, 159). Although aware of its problematic 
nature, Locke stresses the “will to represent” or “will to evoke” as a deciding 
factor between exotic pieces and those that are merely written in a foreign style 
(2009: 74). Applied to Bregović’s music and the international audience as his 
main target group, this distinction indeed reveals the intention to represent his 
constructed, invented Balkans (see 5.1) instead of reviving any (current or past) 
Balkan music practices. Interestingly, and unlike many other compositions that 
are created for a specific context, his music is not composed with this 
representative purpose in mind; rather, the existing music was re-coded into 
having this new  exoticised function. 

Furthermore, in this study Goran Bregović is not regarded as a clear 
representative of the margin; instead, the methodology used to discuss exoticism 
is applied as if the author were an outsider to this particular local music. This 
approach offers an insight into his role of an interpreter, which arguably 
contributes to his popularity in the international market. The main 
methodological premise for applying the theoretical explorations related to 
musical exoticism is that Bregović’s double role (of the Other but at the same 
time the curator/interpreter of Balkan music to his audiences) puts him in a 
similar position to that of a (Western) composer who musically depicts an 
unfamiliar place to his or her listeners. However, unlike many other composers 
of exotic musical works, he also claims to belong  to the culture he invents for his 
audience, which simultaneously authenticates his actions while enabling him to 
retain the curatorial role. Curatorship has acquired an important role in world 
music marketing, with the role of interpreting the unfamiliar product to the 
consumer (Taylor 2007: 206-207). The role of a mediator, in Taylor’s view, enables 
the listeners to engage with the music that is “safe to like” because it is mediated 
by a native, as a kind of a tour guide in a nonthreatening aural tourism (ibid: 
131, 142-143). Bregović merges his curatorial role with the authority and 
legitimacy intrinsic to “natives” when representing their heritage.11  This 
arguably even strengthens the exoticist message, by affording it an additional 
layer of authenticity. 

When it comes to accuracy in representing otherness in classical music, 
some scholars have stressed the “necessary translation to make [the Other’s 
music] comprehensible to Western ears,” which can render that music even more 
distant from actual music practices (Hammond 2006: 16; see also Hunter 1998: 
48, and Locke 1991: 261 about music being “uprooted and transplanted”). As a 
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result, this translated, migrating music is adjusted to its new representative 
purpose, in order not to sound too unfamiliar to the listeners. Or rather, the 
Other’s music should sound unfamiliar enough to be regarded as exotic, but 
familiar enough to be understandable (Locke 2008: 353). For instance, microtonal 
inflections in many Middle-Eastern scales would be lost on many Western 
listeners; on the other hand, Hijaz microtonal intervals adjusted (translated) to 
the tempered scale build into the allure of the augmented second, making it an 
instant signal of foreignness. Importantly, these signals are developed in reference 
to Western music, in order to sound different (cf. Locke 1991: 267; Bellman 1993: 
41-42).12 

As Locke argues in another article, “many of [the] musical and extra-
musical materials were selected for use by the composer precisely because 
listeners perceived them as representing or relating to that other region or group, 
a region understood as being different from ‘one’s own’” (2008: 354 – emphasis 
in original). In his larger study on exoticism he underlines the irrelevance (for 
exoticism) of whether the music corresponds to the actual music practices from 
the place that is being represented. Bellman agrees that exoticism is not about 
ethnomusicological verisimilitude, and states that “[t]he exotic equation is a 
balance of familiar and unfamiliar; just enough ‘there’ to spice the ‘here’ ... The 
listener is intrigued, hears something new and savory, but is not aurally 
destabilized enough to feel uncomfortable” (1998a: XII-XIII). In his study on 
exoticism, Taylor goes a step further in claiming that today’s exotic music 
transcends exotic musical features; in other words, music that is branded and 
marketed as exotic in today’s world music market need not be musically exotic 
(i.e. unfamiliar to the audience) at all (2007: 167). 

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that many of the labels of otherness 
established in classical music (for an exhaustive list, see Locke 2009: 51-54) are 
mirrored in Bregović’s music. Of course, any of these labels – or clues (ibid: 3), or 
gestures (Bellman 1993: 117), or tokens (Meintjes 1990: 45) – taken separately do 
not necessarily refer to a foreign music style. Bellman proposes the simultaneous 
existence of at least three co-occurring gestures in order to qualify a music 
excerpt as having exotic features (1993: 117). Some of these gestures, already 
discussed in 4.3 and frequently employed by Bregović, are: 

– deliberately unfamiliar (or nonsense, or invented) language which, in Taylor’s 
words, is “a technique that has been used for centuries in the West to depict 
Others” (2007: 185; see also ibid: 191 about the sound, freed from the distraction 
of lyrics, that is “universal and timeless”). This in turn relates to the image of the 
Barbarians, discussed in 2.1.1; 
– music which is slightly (inadvertently or not) “out of tune” (which can 
arguably be related to the irrational and unfamiliar aspects of the foreign music, 
such is the case with the perceived lack of harmonic thinking in alla Turca style 
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which was supposed to depict the “incoherence that Westerners attributed to 
Turkish music” – Locke 2007: 491);13 
– syncopated rhythms and additive meters (such as the čoček rhythm); 
– metric instability (also commented upon by Taylor 2007: 56); diverse additive 
metres as well as instances such as the replacement of the upbeat and downbeat 
when Habanera became Lamour (see 4.3.3); 
– the ubiquitous augmented second (often within a Hijaz-type scale) – not 
surprisingly, used to connote “Gypsy” in classical music (Scott 1998: 312; 
Malvinni 2004: 116, 153; Locke 2009: 55). This feature is often emphasised as one 
of the basic labels of otherness: Locke refers to it as “one of Western music’s most 
unmistakable markers of Easternness, Spanishness, and Gypsyness” (ibid: 162); 
Bellman calls it a “highly colored, exotic effect” loved by the audience; he also 
states that “to the popular mind the augmented second represents the essence of 
Gypsy melody ... it remains associated with the idea of Gypsy 
performances” (1993: 120-121). This category also includes other scales that 
differ from major/minor structures, which might arguably refer less to the actual 
tonal structures in the Balkans, and more to the “wrong-note exoticism” that 
serves to distinguish exotic music from Western idioms (Hammond 2006: 5).14

Essays on musical exoticism mostly deal with strictly musical features: 
“musical markers of Otherness” (Locke 2007: 485) or “exotic musical 
gestures” (Bellman 1993: 47). Many of them develop extended lexicons of 
stylistic devices (e.g. Scott 1998: 327), however Locke also introduces the “All the 
Music in Full Context” paradigm, by which he argues for giving consideration to 
“how the composer’s and listener’s perception of style was or is affected by 
factors outside the notes” (Locke 2007: 485 – emphasis added; cf. Locke 2009). 
Apart from drawing attention to the extra-musical components of the music 
experience (discussed in the following section), this concept helps explain some 
of the features of Bregović’s music such as deliberate playing out of tune, or 
rhythmic participatory discrepancies (Keil 1995) which may, but also may not, 
have anything to do with actual music practices in the Balkans. In fact, 
comparison of releases from the beginning of his international career with the 
more recent ones – for instance, example 1997 Tis Agapis Sou to Risko.mp3 with 
its arrangement from the Alkohol release, example 2008 Tis agapis sou to 
risko.mp3 (differences between studio and live recording notwithstanding) – 
shows that his music has moved away from a cleaner, neater sound, towards 
another aesthetic idiom, arguably confirming the image of the blurry Balkans. 

Nevertheless, the importance of musical codes of foreignness should not 
be entirely neglected in favour of the full musical context. It can be argued that 
the exotic vocabulary developed within classical music has exposed the audience 
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to a specific set of exotic signifiers (which Locke refers to even more precisely as 
“standardized indicators of place” – 2009: 128). These indicators operate as 
background information for the listeners when it comes to experiencing new 
styles. Or, in Scott’s words, “representations rely upon culturally learned 
recognition;” they deal with Orientalist devices which function as instant 
markers of cultural difference (1998: 326-327). The importance of already 
established labels of foreignness is emphasised by Scott from the outset of his 
article, where he refers to the mutually interchangeable “Orientalist musical 
codes” and claims that “Orientalist styles have related to previous Orientalist 
styles rather than to Eastern ethnic practices ... One might ask if it is necessary to 
know anything about Eastern musical practices; for the most part, it seems that 
only a knowledge of Orientalist signifiers is required” (ibid: 309-310; emphasis in 
original). These musical codes have over time become “standardized, encoded 
enough to be identifiable by listeners ... other situations can be evoked by 
referring to specific musical pieces and styles that listeners have been trained to 
associate with them” (Locke 2008: 349 – emphasis added). 

Within the broad palette of exotic “musical dialects” (Bellman 1993) used 
in Western art music to depict the Other, Bregović’s music can broadly be related 
to two well-known exotic styles: “Turkish” and “Gypsy” style (Bellman 1993; 
Malvinni 2004). Of course, this relationship can be explained by both styles’ 
historical origins going back to the Balkan region; but the extensive use of these 
styles in the last centuries of Western music should not be underestimated. Most 
importantly for this discussion, the audience’s previous exposure to these styles 
through classical music has arguably made them sensitive to the usage of 
specific musical features as symbols of Otherness. Indeed, due to centuries of the 
Ottoman threat to (Western) European territories, Taylor calls the alla Turca style 
“the all-purpose ‘exotic’ music, and Turks the default foreign Others” (2007: 50). 
Discussing both styles, Bellman refers to Turkish style as “the first ‘standardized’ 
tongue of exoticism ... the first codified expression of the strange and exotic 
[that] made musical reference ... through caricature and stereotype” (1993: 24). 
When it comes to style Hongrois (Hungarian Gypsy style), he stresses its 
importance due to its ability to “express a depth of emotion that could not be 
articulated in formal Western music” (ibid: front cover sleeve), which strongly 
resonates with some of the Gypsy stereotypes discussed in the previous section 
(see also Bellman 1998b: 79-80 and Malvinni 2004: 47 on Gypsies as naturally 
gifted musicians). Another similarity to Bregović’s music is the constructedness 
of these styles, their fictitious, invented nature being an important element of 
exoticism according to Locke (2008: 343). Closely related, alla Turca and style 
Hongrois were created as much through the Western imagination, as through 
actual music: 

[Style Hongrois] differed from the Turkish style in that the [latter] style had not 
been heard by the musicians “imitating” it and so was largely synthesized,  but 
Hungarian Gypsies could easily be heard in person. What was incomplete was 
both awareness of the music’s origins and any real understanding of the people 
performing it (Bellman 1998b: 14 – emphasis added). 
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Following the development of style Hongrois over the centuries, Bellman 
adds that starting from the late 19th century, it has lost its appeal and become 
old and familiar, “paled by time and repetition ... the Gypsy idiom was 
gradually becoming a series of tired clichés rather than a vibrant musical 
dialect.” Later in the 20th century, it becomes even more sanitised and tame, “a 
wholly prescribed and inoffensive exoticism” (ibid: 215, 217). Still, it is difficult 
not to notice the link between this significant feature of the Gypsy style quoted 
above and Bregović’s statements which  translate the same ideas into the world 
music realm and resurrect the same emotional impact of his music, the appeal of 
which he attributes to his Roma brass players. In his chapter on Roma 
stereotypes, Bellman reiterates many of the issues discussed in the previous 
section, and the allure that is woven across the centuries around the figure of the 
Gypsy musician: “Part savage, part universal Other, part reminiscence of an 
idealized, strife-free past, they represented a whole range of ideas and emotions 
considered inappropriate, if not dangerous, to European society” (ibid: 69). In 
fact, Bregović hints at the possibility that his music has kept the virility and 
vibrance that the earlier Gypsy styles have lost; in several instances he refers 
derogatorily to these other styles as restaurant music, which is a performing 
context that he relates to their “death.”15

When it comes to Bregović’s music, as mentioned before, many of its 
musical features can be related to these two styles. In addition, there are two 
important idioms (already discussed in 4.3) which relatively recently became 
part of the international exotic vocabulary. One is female heterophonic singing, 
usually referred to as “Bulgarian” singing (Slobin 1993: 20, Taylor 2007: 186, 
Locke 2009: 277, 308), which entered the international music scene with the 
performances by the Bulgarian State Choir in the 1960s and 1970s (Buchanan 
1997). The other is even more recent: brass music which was introduced to 
Western markets mainly by Romanian brass ensembles released by Western 
producers (see Szeman 2009) and Bregović himself (accompanying Kusturica’s 
movies – see 3.2 and Timotijević 2005). A “Gypsy” brass section and “Bulgarian” 
backing vocals appear in the majority of Bregović’s recent tunes; they are the 
backbone of his Wedding and Funeral Band (see 3.4), making it the core of his 
stereotypical, invented Balkans (see 5.1).
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Bregović’s reference to Gypsy brass players and Bulgarian singers, as well 
as his usage of centuries-old musical labels of otherness, trigger a learned 
response with his international audiences, who (through exposure to repeated 
usage of these labels in other circumstances) have got used to expecting what 
exotic music should sound like. This mechanism works on a loop: the more the 
audience hears the expected labels of Balkanness, the better they will accept such 
music, and consequently the more musicians who play music labelled as Balkan 
will (feel they have to) conform to these expectations in order to succeed. 

5.3.2. Musical Meaning and the Listener’s Interpretive Moves

The notion of codes being recognised by the audience (although not 
necessarily every audience) as labels of Elsewhereness enables broadening of the 
previous discussion. Instead of stating that the same music is differently perceived 
by different listeners, the consequent step is to posit that the same music can (as 
it obviously does) mean different things to different listeners. This state of 
polysemy (Nercessian 2002) in turn relates to the ongoing discussion (in 
academic literature) about musical meaning. The search for the theory of musical 
meaning reflects the intangibility of the musical meaning itself: just as a music 
piece can mean so many different things to different listeners, the discovery of 
musical meaning “seems to involve the complicity of the seeker’s personality ... 
Hence musical signification is emergent, contingent on researchers and their 
methods” (Pearsall and Almén 2006: 2). According to Cross and Tolbert, the 
same applies to perspectives coming from different disciplines, resulting from 
polyvalence of musical meaning; they conclude that “[t]he issue of musical 
meaning is unlikely to be accounted for by one generically applicable theory and 
is unlikely to be amenable to scientific exploration by any one method” (2008: 
13). Generally, numerous studies from diverse disciplines (from cognitive 
psychology to sociology to ethnomusicology) pose different – yet related – 
questions. Some researchers address the question of nature and locus of musical 
meaning, whereas others explore the mechanisms of music acquiring meaning. 

Many studies on musical meaning (for an overview of the most prominent 
theories see Cross and Tolbert 2008) start from the general debate about whether 
music is, and can be analysed as text (or, in other words, does it possess/
generate/convey referential meaning). The various cross-disciplinary 
approaches sometimes offer incompatible views, as “each discipline tends to 
propagate ideas of musical meaning that tend to lack the robustness to survive 
outside its borders” (ibid: 12). Scholars usually position themselves along the 
continuum connecting “music as text” and “music as context” as two extremes. 
The claim that music’s meaning is embodied in the “music itself” or, in other 
words, sound or rather notation (which is, for many, the preferred locus of 
analysis), brings the discussion closer toward literary criticism and semiotics 
(e.g. in the work of Nattiez; see also Turino 1999). This approach, applied in 
many essays written within historical musicology, often focuses on music as an 
aesthetic object, on a quest to reveal its universal qualities (or a lack thereof). It 
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studies melody as the main locus of meaning, although rhythm, timbre and 
other musical components are also considered as theoretically capable of 
communicating meaning (Pearsall and Almén 2006: 4). Incidentally, this case 
study – the music of Goran Bregović – allows for a broader view on the 
importance of melody. Often rearranged from an earlier version (keeping the 
melody intact but changing other music parameters), this music nevertheless 
allows for generating different meanings by his different audiences, hence 
destabilising the view on melody as the primary locus of musical meaning. 

Claiming, on the other hand, that music’s meaning is contingent, never 
fixed and perpetually reconstructed belongs to the opposite opinion, often 
coming from the field of ethnomusicology (e.g. DeNora 1986, Clayton 2001; see 
also Nercessian 2002: 72). For instance, Koopman and Davies claim that “the 
differences between intramusical relationships and referential ones are so 
fundamental that it is misleading to ‘explain’ formal musical meaning in terms 
of linguistic or semiological notions” (2001: 263). Similarly, Davies criticises the 
inclination to theorise musical meaning using language: “Theories that rely 
heavily on the comparison between music and language in discussing what 
music means and how it gets its meaning are ... empty of explanatory power. 
Because superficial similarities mask crucial differences, it may be more 
misleading than helpful to emphasize the analogies between the two” (1994: 48). 

Finally, there are views that bring together the two confronted sides of the 
issue. Musical meaning can (and does) depend on both text and context. 
Koopman and Davies state that “although it is response dependent, [musical 
meaning] is an objective property of the music. ... A work embodies a certain 
blueprint for coherent experience” (2001: 265). DeNora also brings together 
semiotics and the theory of musical meaning, advocating the link between music 
and live speech (rather than written text or formal speech), which is in practice 
much less referential (1986: 88). 

Other authors have likewise corroborated the idea of musical meaning 
depending on both text and context. Cook states that “there is in principle no 
reason why musical meaning cannot be at the same time both culturally 
constructed and conditioned by formal structure” (2001: 177). He criticises the 
approaches stemming from literary studies which equalise music with language, 
and instead compares music to material culture (ibid: 177-181). He claims that 
music acquires meaning through social construction, but social constructedness 
of meaning does not in turn result in the claim that any meaning can be 
arbitrarily attributed to any cultural product: 

[A]ny pot or picture has an indefinite, though not infinite, number of physical 
attributes, and each society makes its own selection from and interpretation of 
those attributes. ...  The meaning that the object acquires within a particular culture 
is thus supported by – and at the same time helps to stabilize – the specific 
selection of attributes which that culture has made; it helps to make the object 
what it is for that culture. In this way, while meaning is socially constructed, it is 
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both enabled and constrained by the available attributes of the object (ibid: 
178-179; emphasis in original).

In other words, Cook states that meaning is not entirely independent from 
text; rather the “musical units” (harmonies, phrases, scales) limit the range of 
possible meanings: “like physical objects, the material traces of music support a 
range of possible meanings ... they can be thought of as bundles comprised of an 
indefinite number of attributes from which different selections will be made 
within different cultural traditions, or on different occasions of 
interpretation” (ibid: 179). Turino likewise finds a way to apply semiotic theory, 
but acknowledging at the same time the importance of the performative context. 
In his article which applies Peircian semiotic theory to music, he foresees what 
he refers to as semantic snowballing: continuous acquiring of “new layers of 
meaning while potentially also carrying along former associations” (1999: 235). 
Using Turino’s terminology (adopted from Peirce), Bregović’s compositional 
actions can be regarded as creating new meanings by re-indexing his previously 
composed music for his new audiences, with the existing Balkan icons being 
reassigned to his music. The co-occurrence of musical and extra-musical indices 
allows for creating a new, synthesised unit, or in this case Bregović’s invented 
Balkans. Indeed, Turino reminds us, this mechanism has an increased value for 
diasporic and other migrating communities: they “blend indices from the 
original home, the new home, and from members of the same diaspora 
elsewhere to create new composite signs to articulate who they are” (ibid: 
245-246).

As discussed before, the meaning of Bregović’s music is partly based on 
his audiences’ differential awareness of its earlier versions. This awareness – of 
music’s intertextual connections (see 4.2) – is also discussed by Pearsall and 
Almén, who write that the “earlier variants influence and concretize the possible 
range of new, strategically emergent meanings” (2006: 7). This view resonates 
with scholars such as Burkholder, who states that we always hear music in the 
context of all other musics (2006: 82-83). Kramer describes this ongoing re-
articulation of earlier versions – typical for marginal(ised) groups – as a tool in 
reinterpreting one own’s past: “a way to symbolically take control of one’s own 
history.” In those cases the music projects its meanings to the extramusical, 
carrying traces of its earlier transcriptions (2002: 247). Middleton repeats the 
importance of re-articulation for marginalised groups, and explores the 
mechanism of how quoting brings about new meanings: 

musical units are assemblages of elements from a variety of sources, each with a 
variety of histories and connotation-clusters; and these assemblages can, in 
appropriate circumstances, be prised open, the elements re-articulated in different 
context. Sometimes internal contradictions are obvious, as when parody (in the 
widest sense of the term) is used (1985: 13). 
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The same mechanism is noted by Malvinni who distinguishes between 
positive and negative appropriation, the latter resulting in parody or a musical 
satire (2004: 145). However, over time and increasing dislocation from the 
original context, this satirical construct can acquire other, more  neutral or even 
positive meanings. This especially seems to apply to Bregović’s stereotypical 
Balkans, which is often seen as parodic and even derogatory by his ex-Yugoslav 
listeners, but at the same time praised by his international audiences (who are 
unaware of his music’s earlier versions) as positive representation of the region.

The two-level genre migration from rock via film to world music – but also 
migration from traditional music, via commodified music intended for domestic 
(ex-Yugoslav) markets, to that same music being used to reinvent and represent 
the Balkans in Bregović’s international performances – reveals the process of 
shifting meanings together with changing audiences and circumstances of 
performance. This polyvalence of the same music with different audiences 
contradicts the idea of any particular meaning being embedded in a music piece 
by the composer or even the performer, and then that meaning residing in the 
music being available for the listener to decipher. Even if a piece is conceived 
with a specific meaning in mind, there is a non-isomorphism between the coded, 
conveyed and interpreted message (Feld 1984: 3). Instead, music’s meaning is  
negotiated (re-established) in each performance, and it crucially depends on the 
active participation (engagement) of the listener or, to use Feld’s term, the 
listener’s interpretive moves: 

One engages and places an item or event in meaningful social space through 
ongoing interpretive moves. Again, these moves don't fix or freeze a single 
meaning; meaning is emergent and changeable in relation to the ways the moves 
are unravelled within situated constraints on the speakers (ibid: 14). 

Feld emphasises the role of the listener as an active consumer rather than a 
passive perceiver; this perspective opposes the usual position taken in academic 
musicological literature, which  generally focuses on the roles of the composer, 
performer or music analyst. The active role of the listener is likewise underlined 
by Clayton, who states that “we do not passively perceive and subsequently 
decode sonic information, so much as actively scan sound energy for patterns of 
which we can make sense” (2001:11). In Bal’s concise statement, “no text yields 
meaning outside of the social world and cultural makeup of the reader” (2002: 
8). This is in accordance with DeNora’s assertion that meaning “is not received 
but is achieved, the product of interactive work.” She describes the mechanism 
of construction of musical meaning in the following way: 

[The] meaning is assigned through an enacted process. So, for example, a musical 
utterance takes on meaning because an individual or group adheres to a 
constitutive rule which constructs a sort of aura of significance around that 
utterance (DeNora 1986: 89-90).
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Similar to Feld, DeNora’s view steers away from the direct one-to-one 
correspondence between the meanings communicated by the composer/
performer on the one side and those perceived by the listener on the other. It also 
explains the role of discursive elements of Bregović’s invented, constructed 
Balkans: their function is to enable the listeners to attribute the aura of 
significance to his music. This aura is equally corroborated by the appeal of the 
performer (Bregović as well as his exoticised Gypsies/Bulgarians), whose 
participatory discrepancies (Keil 1995) – deliberate playing ‘out of tune,’ singing 
in ways that contradict the aesthetic idioms of Western art and pop music – 
contribute to the immediacy of the listening experience. 

The abandoning of the idea of transmission of embedded musical meaning 
in consequence also abandons the necessity of the listener being initiated 
(familiarised) in/with the music, in order to “accurately” understand it. 
Although underlining the listener’s role, Burkholder’s (2006) model of 
associative meaning, contingent on the listener’s familiarity with the music, 
bears little explicative value for cases such as Bregović’s music, which shows 
that even if listeners are (at best) superficially familiar with specific music, it can 
nevertheless mean something to them. In other words, unlike Burkholder, or 
Koopman and Davies who call for an “adequate understanding” of the music in 
question as a prerequisite for grasping its meaning (2001: 266), this study shows 
that an understanding – even if it is based on an utter misunderstanding – is 
quite capable of providing a basis for generating and communicating coherent 
musical meanings. This is evidenced by the enthusiastic reception and 
worldwide popularity of Bregović’s music which implies that his music is 
perceived by his transnational audiences as (socially, culturally, musically) 
meaningful. 

Indeed, Clayton reminds us that there is not a single definite right musical 
meaning; rather, “whatever people can make sense of in music is its 
meaning” (2001: 12 – emphasis in original). This important insight is backed by 
Rice, who likewise emphasises the multiplicity of the musical meaning and the 
role of the listener-as-interpreter:

[E]veryone who comes in contact with a given piece or performance gets to assign 
a meaning or meanings to it. ...  Though listeners and subsequent performers of it 
may want, as a matter of curiosity, to divine its meaning in relation to its author's 
intentions, they are under no obligation to do so. They may prefer to assign their 
own meanings to it (2001: 34). 

As another important theoretical node, many authors discuss framing or 
contextualising as crucial for assigning meaning to music (Feld 1984: 12-13; 
Middleton 1985: 39; Kramer 2002: 163-164; Locke 2009: 45; see also Bal 2002: 155 
on the significance of recognition for the ability to perceive). DeNora states that 
framing is a “crucial constitutive tool of meaning construction,” and describes 
“contextualization cues” that are intended to frame the music and enable 
construction of a particular meaning (1986: 91-92), whereas Middleton discusses 
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fixing meaning as crucially dependent on the extra-musical (visual, discursive) 
components of the musical experience (1985: 41; see also Born and 
Hesmondhalgh 2000: 46). It follows that any specific meaning the music might 
convey is realised – articulated – only in a particular context of a particular 
performance, for a particular audience. The same view is elaborated by Cook, 
who states that “as constructed in performance, then, meaning is emergent: it is 
not reproduced in but created through the act of performance” (2001: 179):

But it is central to my argument that music never is ‘alone,’ that it is always 
received in a discursive context, and that it is through the interaction of music and 
interpreted, text and context, that meaning is constructed, as a result of which the 
meaning attributed to any given material trace will vary according to the 
circumstances of its reception. In this way it is wrong to speak of music having 
particular meanings;  rather it has the potential for specific meanings to emerge 
under specific circumstances (ibid: 180 – emphasis in original). 

The mechanism of fixing musical meaning especially relates to the process 
of quoting stated above. Cook describes the importance of juxtapositional 
relationships – between a music excerpt and the context it is placed in – in 
ascribing new meanings. Both for the listeners who are aware of the borrowed 
excerpts in the music, as well as for those who are but vaguely familiar with its 
sound, all layers of previous meanings are reactivated in the new context, and 
the new environment enables potential new sets of meanings to emerge: “Each 
element of a collage, in other words, works on the others so as to release 
previously hidden or overlooked meanings within each element ... and, in 
combination, to generate new, emergent meaning: each element transforms 
others and is itself transformed” (Cook 2006: 119). 

In conclusion, it should be reiterated that Bregović’s recent releases were 
created primarily with Western European audiences as a target group, and 
especially with their preconceptions about this music in mind. The 
interconnectedness of musical and non-musical labels of Balkanness explains the 
resilience of Balkan stereotypes, which are more likely to be perpetuated within 
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a coherent system of representations.16 In another context, Said referred to the 
same resilience as strategic formation, “a way in which groups of texts, types of 
texts, even textual genres, acquire mass, density, and referential power among 
themselves ... The ensemble of relationships between works, audiences, and 
some particular aspects of the Orient therefore constitutes an analyzable 
formation” (2003 [1978]: 20).

The dialectical, mutually defining relationship between Balkan music and 
the discourse about the Balkans naturally complements the discussion on 
framing/contextualisation (DeNora 1986: 91-92) that is seen as necessary for 
generating musical meaning, elaborated above. In his work on musical 
exoticism, Locke similarly underlines the importance of non-musical elements in 
the construction of musical meaning, which he refers to as visual and verbal aids 
(2008: 353). Although mainly focusing on opera, his conclusions about the 
mechanism of conjoining music with visual/discursive images into a mutually 
supportive contextual framework are valid for other genres including world 
music (Locke 2009: 63). 

Kramer writes about a semantic loop between the music itself and its 
extra-musical component: “musical meaning in mixed media is experienced in 
inverted form; it runs on a loop. The music seems to emit a meaning that it 
actually returns, and what it returns, it enriches and transforms” (2002: 153). 
This is how Bregović’s music can be (and mean) different things to different 
listeners (intraregionally as well as worldwide). For his international listeners, 
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16 This issue raises another opportunity to apply the memetic paradigm (see 4.4), namely 
the idea of memeplex – coadapted meme complex (see 1.2). This concept relates to many 
of the statements on stereotypes, exoticism and musical meaning discussed above, due to 
its emphasis on the impact of the (memetic) environment, which is decisive for any 
meme’s success;  in this case, the environment is constituted by the extra-musical context 
which is of crucial importance for contextualising Bregović’s music within his invented 
Balkans. To reiterate Distin, “In order to be accepted, an idea has (usually) to be 
compatible with those already in existence – which means that selection will favour 
memes that are capable of exploiting the current cultural environment” (2005: 59). Taking 
the meme’s eye-view (which is one of the basic tenets of memetics – see 1.2) shows that 
this music thrives in the presence of already existing assumptions (notions, stereotypes, 
memes) about the Balkans and what Balkan music should sound like.  Memetic theory 
predicts that contextualising this music within the Balkan memeplex increases its appeal 
with the hosts (listeners), and therefore increases the chance of the whole memeplex of 
being replicated. 
By acting as a meme vessel, Bregović has spread his successful memes into other meme 
pools, where they proliferated as parts of the larger Balkan memeplex. In the process, 
international meme pool becomes saturated with a high number of mutually 
interchangeable memes. In response to his diverse environments and multiple 
soundscapes the composer was (and is) immersed in, slightly different mutations of his 
tunes emerged in order to adjust to different markets. At the same time, these 
soundscapes (generating the memetic environment for Bregović’s tunes) enter in a 
dynamic exchange with his music, acting as a source of inspiration for others exposed to 
the same meme pool, and influence the mechanism of selection and propagation of 
certain memes at the expense of other ones.



his music is iconic of their preconceptions about the region, where particular 
musical traits correspond to already existing labels of foreignness (such as 
specific scales or instruments that through repeated usage are coded to mean a 
certain thing to a certain group of listeners). This mechanism works in both 
directions: Bregović’s music creates the soundscape for the (extra-musical) labels 
of Balkanness; at the same time, through juxtaposition with these labels, his 
music acquires the meanings attributed to the Balkans. Following Cook 2006, the 
juxtaposition of particular Balkan  notions enables the generating of other 
potential meanings of Bregović’s music for his international audiences, which 
may be hidden (or dormant) in his domestic performances (or performances 
aimed at ex-Yugoslav audiences). The international audiences, having already 
adopted some of the labels of Balkanness through Balkan and Gypsy stereotypes 
combined with the musical features of Otherness, are more likely to relate to 
Bregović’s music when it is perceived and consumed within this context, rather 
than if it were marketed separately from the Balkan label.

This is how usually neutral musical references to Otherness become 
associated with Bregović’s version of the Balkans (rather than remaining vague 
labels of Elsewhereness). The more labels of Otherness, the clearer the 
communicated message, which mirrors DeNora’s thoughts on the construction 
of musical meaning, and her claim that “the more cues provided ... the less 
equivocal the meaning will seem and the less the range of things which can be 
imputed or ‘hung on’ to it. Thus the more the music will seem untouchable, 
sacred or ‘given’” (1986: 1982). In this way Bregović’s music, firmly framed 
within the conglomerate of preconceptions about the Balkans, acquires another 
authenticity layer and becomes the indisputable, “genuine” Balkan music to his 
international listeners. 

In performance, these preconceptions provide a context, a clear category 
which enhances understanding and retention in memory, as well as generating a 
specific musical meaning (cf. Distin 2005: 148). Stereotypical extra-musical 
components of Bregović’s version of the Balkans, in turn, frame the meaning of 
his music and help the listeners in performing interpretive moves, thereby 
facilitating their own replication (and, hence, longevity). Stereotypical, coded 
information emphasises the clarity, and hence replicability, of the communicated 
message; awareness of music’s typical characteristics – the “general 
category” (Distin 2005: 82) in the mind of the listener – allows for its replication. 
In replication, the features of this general category are reconstructed over and 
over again. Thus the musical features of Bregović’s stereotypical Balkans are 
replicated in other versions of Balkan music, even if they are not necessarily its 
most characteristic features; in the ears of the Western listeners, they represent 
the same type.

By being performed in combination with Balkan stereotypes, Bregović’s 
music can arguably reach more listeners. That this assumption is valid is also 
evident from the extra-concert life of Bregović’s music. Apart from events where 
he appears as a performer, his music is hugely popular within the context of 
Balkan parties, which thrived in the Netherlands between 2006 and 2010 
(Marković 2008b – see also 2.3). In these contexts, dislocated from live 
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performances, Bregović’s music plays a role of fixing the meaning of the whole 
event (concert or a party). His music is replicated in these parties both by DJs 
(where actual Bregović’s releases are played), as well as by numerous bands who 
provide the live act for the evening. Also, as noted before, Bregović’s music is 
sometimes recycled in other instances, where his contribution is not even 
credited (see 4.2.2. and example 1996 Sevdim Sevilmedim.mp3). In this case, the 
tune itself (Ederlezi) acts as a powerful label of Balkanness, which stands to 
metonymically represent the whole cluster of Balkan notions by using only a 
melodic excerpt. The same applies to other musical markers of Balkanness, such 
as the čoček rhythm or brass music in general. And it especially applies to other 
mega-hits of Bregović, or rather their segments: the openings of tunes such as 
Mesečina or Kalašnjikov are already replicated in the listeners’ brains, judging 
from the fact that they are instantly recognised in concerts and met with frenetic 
enthusiasm. Bregović’s music is nowadays internationally recognised as 
authentic Balkan music, building into the cluster of preconceptions about the 
region and its culture.
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6. Conclusion: What is Balkan in Balkan Music? 

Since space is by default defined by its borders, Europe and its margins are 
in a mutually defining relationship, and this relationship is contingent on 
historical and political circumstances (in accordance with Said’s notion that the 
East is not a place but a political project – 2003 [1978]). In recent studies focusing 
on the EU enlargement, the discussion about the perceived position of Southeast 
Europe has transcended the previous West/East binary, underlining instead its 
state of flux (from Orient to Occident) and a gradation in proximity/distance 
from Europe and European values (e.g. Razsa and Lindstrom 2004). At the same 
time, though, the constructed meaning emanating from the Balkan label, as 
demonstrated throughout this study, results in this region still being seen as 
inherently different from Western Europe. 

The goal of this study is to explore Goran Bregović’s role in the labelling of 
the Balkans in the popular/world music realm. The theoretical discussion about 
Balkanism (pursued in Chapter 2) explores historically accumulated 
connotations of the Balkan label, and their relevance for Balkan music as 
presently marketed to audiences worldwide. The musical and verbal 
information is analysed in order to reveal the mechanism by which metaphors 
used to imagine the Balkans and their music are perpetuated, in other words to 
corroborate the uncontested “background knowledge” (Močnik 2005) that 
performers and audience share and that could be subsumed under “latent 
Balkanism” (following Said 2003 [1978]). A secondary goal of this endeavour is 
to reveal the musical features of “Balkanised” sound, music purposefully 
arranged in order to sound as authentic Balkan music. This is accomplished by 
comparing multiple versions of Bregović’s tunes targeted at different inter- and 
transregional markets. In order to create a marketable commodity, Bregović 
creates a version of local traditional music, by reworking (“recycling”) samples 
of that music and his earlier tunes. This recycling process in turn demonstrates 
the typical postmodern fading of the real and the substitution of the original 
with its many copies, in other words the hyperreality which manufactures the 
intensified (or, in Bregović’s words, “hypothetical”) version of the real (Jameson 
1991 [1984]: 62). 

The music and discursive analysis conducted in Chapters 4 and 5 shows 
that in constructing a version of the Balkans (and their music) for his 
international audiences, Bregović taps into well-known stereotypes that have 
been present in Western European everyday discourse for at least two centuries 
(Wolff 1994, Todorova 1997). Like many other marginal territories, the Balkans 
were  imagined as inherently alien and have served as a repository for the 
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centre’s projections and fantasies. Internalising this alien image, Bregović has 
created a successful marketing persona, a bold barbarian boasting with 
arrogance and promoting indulgence in excessive pleasures that are deemed less 
civilised, yet secretly desired by his “civilised” listeners. Musically, what 
Bregović offers under his name (and Balkan label) is an array of sounds 
rearranged so as to sound exotic, precisely in ways exotic sounds have been 
constructed for “Western” ears for centuries. Specific sound labels of otherness 
are combined with already existing discursive labels of otherness, in an 
intertwined and mutually corroborating relationship. 

A related pillar of Bregović’s international image, next to the Balkans, is his 
representation of Roma and his identification with them. Declaring his feeling of 
alienation towards the derivates of his disintegrated homeland, Bregović easily 
identifies with the romanticised image of Gypsies and sees their music as being 
“human” and “natural,” desirably “out of tune” with the “not too harmonious” 
reality (see 3.4). As a result of his assigning the Gypsy label to his music, 
Bregović’s music is indeed recognised in academic sources as making Roma 
music more accessible and “more palatable” to non-Roma audiences (Silverman 
2012: 277). At the same time, Bregović’s take on the Gypsy trope has expanded 
the latter’s features in the world music market, by introducing brass music into a 
realm where previously string instruments were prevalent (see below). 

Numerous studies show how local peoples “nest” (cf. Bakić-Hayden 1995) 
their own internalised otherness into the tainted image of the Gypsy. Roma are 
discriminated, stereotyped and socially marginalised; yet charging the alien 
Gypsy image with extraordinary musical talent is a familiar rhetoric whereby 
“society’s Others are recruited from the periphery in order to articulate 
musically the ‘soul’ of the more settled members” (Van de Port 1999: 292). 
Similar to Roma musicians who strategically adopt just a segment of the whole 
spectrum of Gypsy preconceptions, Bregović engages with those stereotypes that 
help market his music more successfully. Moreover, his identification with 
Gypsies – expressed on many occasions and in many forms, spanning from 
joyful camaraderie to overt physical transformation into a prototypical dark-
skinned Gypsy, such was the case in the liner notes of his latest release – is in 
accordance with the strategy of the non-Roma appropriating Roma music. 
Recent academic accounts show how the non-Roma associate their artworks 
with the Gypsy trope for marketing reasons (e.g. Silverman who states that 
“non-Roma pick and choose elements of ‘the Gypsy’ to enact musically and 
theatrically for audiences of adoring fans” – 2012: 266). In combination with 
selected portions of Gypsy stereotypes (such as their perceived passion, musical 
virtuosity and propensity towards musical borrowing and crossovers, as 
discussed in 5.2), the selected portions of Balkan stereotypes (such as the image 
of a – typically male – exoticised barbarian and his mercurial temperament, as 
discussed in 5.1) merge into a tightly interconnected cluster of notions which 
facilitate the marketing of Bregović’s music at a transregional level. 

Importantly however, Bregović’s readiness to take over the Balkan and 
Gypsy stereotypes serves an additional purpose, that of justifying his 
compositional and ethical choices, particularly when it comes to musical 
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borrowing and recycling as his preferred compositional techniques. Notorious 
for reusing music, he recently stated that “artists are kleptomaniacs, because 
[they] steal from life and make some sort of extract” (Grujić and Nikčević 2012). 
Over his decades-long career, he has attributed his musical eclecticism and 
ongoing borrowing to different causes (sometimes contradicting one another): 
his Balkan roots (where it is “impossible to find anything pure” – Hochman 
2009); his feeling of homelessness after Yugoslavia’s disintegration; his reliance 
on the tradition of “stealing” (especially by Gypsies as main regional 
“recyclers”); and his belief that artists are always reworking existing musical 
ideas, whether stemming from their environment (i.e. “folklore”/“tradition”) or 
their own original ideas. Bregović’s incessant recycling is open to  memetic 
analysis (heuristically applied in 4.4), which explains the differential success (or 
survival rate) of his many reworked versions, occurring as a consequence of 
these versions’ interaction with their specific memetic environments. 

Distilled to its core, the extra-musical context of Bregović’s music reflects 
the position of the Balkans as the European “outsider within” (Fleming 2000: 
1220): it conveys an alien, yet intimately familiar space, deeply marked by 
cultural cross-fertilising. Musically, the Balkan label (encompassing the Gypsy 
label) is accordingly marked with a high propensity towards (stylistic and 
ethnic) crossovers. Although this is a feature of many commercialised world 
musics (cf. Taylor 2007, Čolović 2008), in case of the Balkans it is additionally 
corroborated by being embedded in (a tacitly assumed interpretation of) regional 
history. In order to function as a musical token, the region’s geopolitical and 
historical specificities fade into the background, and what remains is the Balkans 
as a platform for all sorts of musical crossovers.

Given this positive meaning it has acquired in the international world 
music market, the Balkan label stands in sharp contrast to the intraregional 
usage of the same term, where it is used to denote an alien, tainting and 
imposing cultural presence – that of “Eastern”/”Oriental” influence (see 2.1.3). 
In the intraregional everyday parlance Balkan is still used to refer to those 
unwanted aspects of one’s identity that are readily dislocated and nested in an 
unwanted Other. The positive connotation of the Balkan music label, noted in its 
transregional usage, is intraregionally substituted with another term, that of 
Byzantium, which is used in local music discourses to signify fruitful 
intertwining and authentic hybridity, and is seen as intrinsic to the region’s long 
history of multicultural and multiethnic coexistence (see 2.2.2). 

Although Bregović also sporadically refers to the Byzantine label when 
describing his music, in the majority of his statements he infuses the Balkan label 
with positive meanings emanating from the local understanding of the 
Byzantine influence, and expressly attributes his incessant musical borrowing 
and rearrangements to his declared Balkan/Gypsy identity. This is another 
illustration of Bregović’s “double positionality” (Taylor 1997: 40) which allows 
him to utilise the Balkan label in the manner typical for international 
commercialised world music markets, and yet to retain his native position. As a 
result, Bregović’s re-signification of the Balkan trope causes friction with its 
intraregional usage (the latter being more nuanced and culturally/historically 
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specific, but – as mentioned previously – also more dismissive of what is 
perceived as the unwanted “Oriental” heritage). Bregović’s utilisation of the 
Balkan trope at times provokes criticism by his local commentators who accuse 
him of replicating old Balkanist stereotypes (e.g. Gajić 2005 who states he is 
“morally questionable”), while failing to consider the positive connotations this 
term has attained in the international music market. It should also be mentioned 
that Bregović has contributed to the recent process of intraregional (particularly 
ex-Yugoslav) reinscription of the Balkan label by performing previously familiar 
music (from Bregović’s White Button career) turned into “world” music. His 
concerts thus allow domestic listeners to hear music they recognise (and 
associate themselves with) and enjoy it as generic world music, transformed into 
an exoticised commodity.

Bregović’s shifting position, allowing him to freely play with stereotypes 
and assume an ironic, self-exoticised role, is greatly facilitated by his own 
personal history. Having emigrated from (what used to be) Yugoslavia, he is in a 
position to observe, and consequently represent, the region and its many musics 
from a dislocated, even disinterested stance. His music illustrates what Lipsitz 
calls bifocality (1986-1987: 159-160) which is especially pertinent to (im)migrant 
cultures and the ways music is used to simultaneously refer to migrants’ 
different coexisting identities (by encompassing how they view themselves and 
how they are viewed by the host culture). Lipsitz sees ambiguity, juxtaposition 
and irony as key qualities of these migrant aesthetics, which are all salient in 
Bregović’s music productions: he presents his stereotypical Balkans in a peculiar 
tongue-in-cheek manner, as if to remind his audience (as he often does in his 
interviews) that he should not be taken too seriously, and consequently that his 
version of the Balkans should not be taken for granted. 

Within the ongoing discussions about appropriation and authenticity, 
Goran Bregović’s double positionality enables him to be simultaneously in the 
culture (its authentic representative) and outside that culture (its curator and 
interpreter). This allows him to smooth over issues of ownership and 
appropriation that are an inextricable element of many music collaboration 
discourses, the criticism of which pervades world music studies (Taylor 2007: 
127). As was shown in preceding chapters, he skilfully shifts between the two 
realms and uses appropriate elements of each discourse – commercial music 
production vs. traditional music – to justify his compositional actions. Audiences 
in the Balkans, some of them caught up in preservationist rhetorics built on (the 
fringes of) nationalist discourses, often criticise him for betraying the ethical 
implications of his (assumed) native position, for abusing and misrepresenting 
(the traditional music heritage of) the region. By his international audiences, 
though, he is praised precisely for being an authentic representative of that same 
heritage. To some of his Balkan criticisers, he epitomises neocolonial cultural 
imperialism; whereas to his worldwide listeners, he is one of those rare free 
spirits unconstrained by the burden of contemporary (post)modern life, 
particularly in his freedom to cross (ethnic and stylistic) boundaries. 

Among the transregional audiences of world music sensitive to issues of 
globalisation and postcoloniality (cf. Taylor 1997), Bregović is lauded for 
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supposedly giving voice to this particular European margin, and for embarking 
on multicultural and multiethnic projects committed to promoting intercultural 
dialogue and intraregional reconciliation. However, instead of empowering 
peoples from the margin to challenge and get rid of the old binary view of the 
Balkans as an internal other in Europe (cf. Fleming 2000), Bregović’s double 
positionality enables him to replicate the appropriating attitude coming from the 
centre. This in effect perpetuates the marginalising stereotypes instead of 
transcending them. Instead of benefiting from the “transformative power of 
performance to create new subjectivities” (Silverman 2012: 5) and challenging 
the two-dimensional image of the Balkans, he internalises and manipulates this 
image to his own interest, which in turn continues to perpetuate the existing 
(marginal and stereotyped) position of the region. It should be re-emphasised 
that assuming the role of traditional musician also enables Bregović to continue 
with his incessant recycling: his ever-repeated tunes, which could otherwise be 
assessed as “bad” in the context of autonomous artistic agency striving towards 
constant originality (Frith 2004: 15), retain their value (and declared authenticity) 
when marketed as folk music.

Of course, these contradicting discourses are often overlapping due to 
overlapping markets, which challenges a superficial assumption that 
intraregional discourses about Bregović are by default negative while 
transregional ones are by default positive. Nevertheless, there is arguably a 
pattern of distribution of these interpretative statements, as they cluster around 
certain audience groups, which is a hypothesis I hope will be explored by further 
research. At the same time, all these criticisms do not influence the popularity of 
Bregović’s music: he seems to be immensely popular even in contexts where he 
is criticised the most, particularly in the ex-Yugoslav space which engages in a 
specific love-hate relationship with one of its biggest music stars. One of the 
reasons for this might be that many Western Balkan inhabitants, immersed in an 
ongoing dialectical discourse about the Balkans (see 2.1.3), still use Yugoslavia as 
a frame of reference in the process of their identity negotiation, and 
consequently perceive Bregović’s music (which for them works as a hyperlink 
with the music from the White Button era) through a “blur of nostalgia and 
resignation” (Rasmussen 2007: 87). 

In conclusion, it should be stressed that Bregović’s intricate roleplaying has 
two main consequences. First, it creates a feedback loop with his international 
listeners, which extends beyond his music and applies to all musics labelled as 
Balkan. Since his post-1990s projects are mainly targeted at international 
audiences, and since they are clearly coded and marketed as Balkan music, they 
are by default consumed in the presence (and in the context) of already existing 
preconceptions about the Balkans and their music. When performed in front of 
international audiences, Bregović’s version of Balkan music enters an interactive 
relationship with Balkan stereotypes which have persisted for over two 
centuries. As a result, these audiences begin to expect to hear music which 
sounds typically Balkan, and the artist therefore needs to produce music which 
sounds typically Balkan, in order to cater to their expectations. For instance, the 
success and popularity of Southeast European brass bands (see 2.3), in part 
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corroborated by Bregović’s projects, has influenced the reinscribing of both 
Gypsy and Balkan labels: in current European world music circles, brass music 
has largely come to signify Balkan music on the one hand, and Gypsy music on 
the other (replacing the trope of Hungarian Gypsy string bands – Silverman 
2012: 293). The reverse notion also stands, namely that music marketed as 
authentic Balkan/Gypsy music is expected to utilise the brass idiom, which 
somewhat circumscribes the expressive scope of artists who might wish to 
present other traditional music practices from the region. 

Stepping away from this prescribed (and self-ascribed) label is met with an 
underwhelmed response, evident in Bregović’s recent projects where he has been 
attempting to compose what in his words was more “serious” music. At the 
same time, his typical fast brass dance tunes are received with noticeable 
enthusiasm by his international audiences, hence promoting their persistence 
and survival. The memetic paradigm, mentioned above and in 4.4, crucially 
emphasises the mutually fruitful relationship between Bregović’s music and the 
preconceptions about the Balkans. It predicts that Bregović’s music will be more 
successful in the presence of existing preconceptions about the Balkans, and vice 
versa – that the notions about the Balkans will be more successfully replicated in 
the presence of Bregović’s music. Forming a successful memeplex makes 
Bregović’s music and Balkan stereotypes more likely to be retained in the 
audience’s memory and therefore replicated further, which solidifies and 
perpetuates them. Indeed, in its movement to reach new worldwide audiences, 
the music produced and promoted by Bregović serves as a vehicle for the cluster 
of images subsumed under the Balkan label. This enables his international 
audiences to contextualise his music more efficiently, which in turn makes this 
music understandable (and hence more meaningful) to them. As a result, this 
purposefully exoticised music of the hypothetical, invented Balkans has created 
an idiom for many intraregional artists to enter – and succeed in – the 
international market, offering them an instant, recognisable token they can fall 
back on in order to provide a readily consumable commodity. 

The second result stemming from Bregović’s musical agency is his 
contribution to what could be referred to as de-Balkanisation1  of the Balkans. In 
contrast to the initial meaning of the term (where balkanised entities are marked 
by fragmentation and mutual conflict – Todorova 1997: 32), Bregović’s music 
contributes to a single Balkan soundscape common to its many inhabiting 
cultures and ethnicities. Following the centuries-old regional interchange, 
Bregović’s tunes are recognised as familiar and “own” in many corners of the 
Balkans (and even in the broader Central-Southeast European space, due to his 
Polish collaborations). His perpetual reworking of earlier sound bits fuels this 
process, and so does his abandoning of any particular language and opting 
instead to create a meta-language, a transnational language interspersed with 
Roma language and generic Slavic words. I argue that this sound of internal 
otherness would trigger appeal with those Western European audiences who in 
their choice of entertainment look (albeit temporarily) for a mildly rebellious, 

234
1 The same phenomenon is referred to as pan-Balkanization (e.g. Silverman 2012: 183). 



consumable alternative to their native culture, embodied in the sound of the 
European internal other – at once familiar and unfamiliar, unexpected but in an 
expected, comfortable way which does not disturb established categories and 
preconceptions. The successfully conjoined Balkan/Gypsy label – the Balkans 
serving as a framework for all sorts of crossovers and transgressions, Gypsies 
(discriminated yet desired) being seen and heard as authentic voices of the 
margin – will continue to bolster the popularity of Balkan(ised) music in the 
contemporary world music market, until it is replaced by some new music style 
in its role of a wild, yet safe alternative to the mainstream. 
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Video Sources   

“24.04.2003 - Goran Bregovic, in Romania.” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=7yad9vfhHXc.

“Dara Bubamara i Bijelo Dugme - ‘Zamisli.’” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=WXEEtKz4Vao.

“djeli mara - šaban bajramovič.” Accessed July 1 2013. 

! http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hjko_jzpfpQ.

“Dzej i Bijelo Dugme - ‘Napile se ulice.’” Accessed May 28 2013.
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=C83dnfoyre0.

“Goran Bregovic Feat The Gipsy Kings - Presidente.” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=qzzVLhS1GC4.

“Goran Bregovic i Zdravko Colic - Manijaci - (Official Video).” Accessed May 28 2013.
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=W-q0NNmBhOo.

“Goran Bregović interview.” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=kASnQFJwNHs.

“Goran Bregovic Interview (Greek Subtitles).” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=80bOFMxI8qI.  

“Goran Bregovic - Interview CorectNews.com - 26 nov 2010.” Accessed May 28 2013.
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=sJcQnkNJMzA.

“Goran Bregovic - Interview.” Accessed May 28 2013.  
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=stQQW61-pMM.

“Goran Bregovic Intervju 1994.” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0ZFplzLB5k.

“Goran Bregovic show na Eurosong 2008.” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=9lT3NiFD204.

“Milan Stankovic - Ovo Je Balkan (Serbia).” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=4xKeYFkB9Pw.

“Stoja i Bijelo Dugme - ‘Meni se ne spava.’” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5ObvZ3besg.

“Usnija Redzepova i Bijelo Dugme - A i ti me iznevjeri.” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=cprOKSF37BI.

“Verica Serifovic i Bijelo Dugme - ‘Ako ima boga.’” Accessed May 28 2013. 
! www.youtube.com/watch?v=W_tWF2udcjk.
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Summary 
Sounding Stereotypes: Construction of Place and Reproduction of 
Metaphors in the Music of Goran Bregović

 

This dissertation explores the labelling of the Balkans in the popular/
world music realm, through a case-study revolving around the music of Goran 
Bregović, the self-declared Balkan music composer. Following the Introduction, 
Chapter 2 discusses the Balkan label as a repository for various preconceptions 
that have accumulated over the centuries.   In addition, it examines the ways 
the  Balkans are reproduced as a spatial reference, both in the minds of their 
inhabitants as well as the worldwide consumers of Bregović’s music. Like many 
other marginal territories, Southeast Europe was imagined as inherently alien 
and has served as a repository for the centre’s projections and fantasies. 
Internalising this alien image, Bregović created a successful marketing persona, 
by tapping into well-known stereotypes that have been present in many Western 
European everyday discourses for at least two centuries. Migration of his music, 
from rock via film to world music – but also from traditional music, via 
commodified music intended for domestic (ex-Yugoslav) markets, to that same 
music being used to reinvent and represent the Balkans in Bregović’s 
international performances – reveals the process of shifting meanings together 
with changing audiences and circumstances of performance. 

Chapter 3 reviews Bregović’s career, his early years already anticipating 
his later compositional and marketing techniques. A related pillar of Bregović’s 
international image, next to the Balkans, is his representation of Roma and his 
identification with the romanticised image of Gypsies. In a similar way to Roma 
musicians who strategically adopt just a segment of the whole spectrum of 
Gypsy preconceptions, Bregović engages with those stereotypes that help 
market his music more successfully. His readiness to take over Balkan and 
Gypsy stereotypes serves an important purpose, that of justifying his 
compositional and ethical choices, particularly when it comes to musical 
borrowing and recycling as his preferred compositional techniques. These 
techniques demonstrate the typical postmodern substitution of the original by its 
many copies, in other words the hyperreality which manufactures the intensified 
(or, in Bregović’s words, “hypothetical”) version of the real. Musically, what 
Bregović offers under his name (and Balkan label) is an array of sounds 
rearranged so as to sound exotic, not unlike the way exotic sounds had been 
constructed for centuries within the realm of classical music. In other words, his 
music invokes those elements of Balkan music traditions that conform to the 
international audiences’ stereotypical perception of the region, and meets their 
expectations of what Balkan music should sound like.

A secondary goal of this analysis, carried out in Chapters 4 and 5, is to 
examine the musical features of Bregović’s “Balkanised” sound, music 
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purposefully arranged so as to sound like authentic Balkan music. This is 
accomplished by comparing multiple versions of his tunes which were targeted 
at different inter- and transregional markets. While the extra-musical context of 
Bregović’s music reflects the position of the Balkans as the European “outsider 
within” (conveying an alien, yet intimately familiar space), musically the 
Balkan/Gypsy label connotes a high propensity towards stylistic cross-
fertilising, likewise attributed to (a tacitly assumed interpretation of) regional 
history. Bregović’s incessant recycling is furthermore open to the application of 
the memetic paradigm. This aids in discussing the varying success of his many 
reworked versions, due to their interaction with their specific environments. 

In later chapters the delicate dynamics between Bregović’s image as a 
traditional musician on the one hand, and a postmodern creator of a commercial 
commodity on the other, is discussed. Having to negotiate between these two 
positions, sometimes hardly compatible, he engages in an intricate role-play 
with his diverse audiences. He presents himself as an exponent of traditionalism 
and authenticity in one context, and an empowered (rule-breaking) voice of the 
postcolonial margin in another. His double positionality enables him to be 
simultaneously in the culture (its authentic representative) and outside that 
culture (its curator and interpreter), and consequently smooth over issues of 
ownership and appropriation. Importantly, assuming of the role of a traditional 
musician enables him to pursue his recycling technique: his ever-rearranged 
tunes, which might be open to criticism if presented as an autonomous artistic 
agency striving towards constant originality, retain their value (and declared 
authenticity) when marketed as folk music.  

Bregović’s frequent references to Gypsy brass players and Bulgarian 
singers, as well as his usage of centuries-old musical labels of otherness, trigger a 
learned response with his international audiences. Through exposure to repeated 
usage of these labels in other circumstances, these audiences have become used 
to what Balkan music should sound like. His active engagement with the Balkan 
image creates a feedback loop with his international listeners, which importantly 
extends beyond his music and applies to all musics labelled as Balkan. Among 
the transregional world music audiences sensitive to issues of globalisation and 
postcoloniality, he is lauded for supposedly giving voice to this particular 
European margin, and for embarking on multicultural and multiethnic projects 
committed to promoting intercultural dialogue and intraregional reconciliation. 
On the other hand, instead of empowering peoples from the margin to challenge 
and transcend the old binary view of the Balkans as Europe’s internal Other, 
Bregović replicates the appropriating attitude coming from the centre, which in 
effect perpetuates the existing (marginal and stereotyped) position of the region. 
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Samenvatting
Hoorbare Stereotypen: Constructie van Plaats en Reproductie van 
Metaforen in de Muziek van Goran Bregović

Deze dissertatie onderzoekt het categoriseren van de Balkan in het rijk van 
de populaire- en wereldmuziek, aan de hand van een casestudie die draait om 
de muziek van Goran Bregović, de zelfbenoemde Balkanmuziek componist. Na 
de Introductie wordt in Hoofdstuk 2 de historisch geaccumuleerde aanklacht 
van de Balkan als Europese periferie besproken, opdat later nagegaan kan 
worden op welke manieren de Balkan als ruimtelijke referentie wordt 
weergegeven, zowel in het denken van haar bewoners als van de wereldwijde 
consumenten van Bregović’s muziek. Net als veel andere marginale gebieden, 
wordt ook de Balkan verbeeld als van nature vreemd en heeft gediend als 
vergaarbak voor de projecties en fantasieën vanuit het centrum. Door dit imago 
van vreemd te internaliseren, heeft Bregović een succesvol marketing karakter 
gecreëerd dat gebruik maakt van bekende stereotypen die al minstens twee 
eeuwen aanwezig zijn in veel gangbare West-Europese discoursen. Migratie van 
zijn muziek, van rock via film naar wereldmuziek – maar ook van traditionele 
muziek, via muziek als consumptieproduct voor binnenlandse (ex-
Joegoslavische) markten, naar dezelfde muziek als middel om de Balkan 
opnieuw uit te vinden en te representeren in Bregović’s internationale 
voorstellingen – onthult het proces van betekenissen die verschuiven doordat 
publiek en omstandigheden van de voorstellingen veranderen. 

Hoofdstuk 3 is een kritische beschouwing van Bregović’s carrière, waarin 
zijn vroege jaren al anticiperen op zijn latere compositorische en marketing 
technieken. Een gerelateerd principe van Bregović’s internationale imago, naast 
de Balkan, is zijn representatie van Roma en zijn identificatie met het 
geromantiseerde imago van zigeuners. Net als Roma muzikanten die vanuit 
strategisch oogpunt slechts één segment van het gehele spectrum aan 
zigeunervooroordelen adopteren, verbindt Bregović zich met de stereotypen die 
hem helpen om zijn muziek succesvoller te verkopen. Zijn bereidheid om de 
Balkan en zigeunerstereotypen over te nemen dienen een belangrijk doel, 
namelijk het rechtvaardigen van zijn compositorische en ethische keuzen, vooral 
waar het gaat om muzikaal lenen en recyclen als compositorische technieken die 
zijn voorkeur genieten. Deze technieken demonstreren de typische postmoderne 
vervanging van het origineel door zijn vele kopieën, in andere woorden de 
hyperrealiteit die de geïntensiveerde (of, in Bregović’s woorden, 
“hypothetische”) versie van de werkelijkheid produceert. Muzikaal gezien biedt 
Bregović onder zijn naam (en Balkan label) een reeks klanken die op dusdanige 
wijze is gearrangeerd dat deze exotisch klinkt, gelijkenis vertonend met de 
exotische klanken zoals deze al eeuwen werden geconstrueerd in het domein 
van klassieke muziek. In andere woorden, zijn muziek roept die elementen van 
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Balkan muziek tradities op die in overeenstemming zijn met de stereotypische 
perceptie van een internationaal publiek over de regio en voldoet aan hun 
verwachtingen over hoe Balkan muziek zou moeten klinken. 

Een tweede doel van deze analyse, gerealiseerd in hoofdstukken 4 en 5, is 
om de muzikale kenmerken van Bregović’s ‘verbalkaniseerde’ klank te 
bestuderen, muziek die doelbewust gearrangeerd is om te klinken als 
authentieke Balkan muziek. Dit wordt gedaan door een vergelijking te maken 
tussen meerdere versies van zijn muziek die zijn gericht op verschillende inter- 
en transnationale markten. Terwijl de buiten-muzikale context van Bregović’s 
muziek de positie van de Balkan als Europese ‘buitenstaander binnenin’ 
reflecteert (uitdrukking gevend aan een vreemde, maar ook intiem vertrouwde 
ruimte), is het Balkan label (waar het zigeuner label onderdeel van is) muzikaal 
gezien belast met een grote neiging tot (stilistische en ethische) kruisbestuiving, 
die eveneens wordt toegeschreven aan (een stilzwijgend veronderstelde 
interpretatie van) regionale geschiedenis. Bregović’s onophoudelijke recycling is 
bovendien bruikbaar om het memetische paradigma op toe te passen, om zo een 
bijdrage te leveren aan de discussie over het uiteenlopende succes van zijn vele 
bewerkte versies, die plaatsvinden als consequentie van de interactie van deze 
versies met hun specifieke omgeving.

In hierna volgende hoofdstukken wordt de delicate dynamiek tussen 
Bregović’s imago als traditionele muzikant aan de ene kant, en als postmoderne 
schepper van een commercieel handelsartikel aan de andere, besproken. Omdat 
hij moet onderhandelen tussen deze twee (soms moeilijk verenigbare) posities, 
houdt hij zich bezig met een ingewikkeld rollenspel ten opzichte van zijn divers 
samengestelde publiek, zichzelf presenterend als een exponent van 
traditionalisme en authenticiteit in de ene context, en een bevoegde (regels 
doorbrekende) stem van de postkoloniale periferie in een andere. Zijn duale 
positie stelt hem in staat om zich tegelijkertijd in de cultuur te bewegen (als 
authentieke vertegenwoordiger) en buiten die cultuur (als curator en vertolker), 
en, als consequentie hiervan, om kwesties betreffende eigendom en toe-eigening 
te vereffenen. Belangrijk hierbij is dat door de rol van traditionele muzikant aan 
te nemen, hij zijn recycle techniek kan voortzetten: zijn steeds weer opnieuw 
herbewerkte muziek, die anders vatbaar zou zijn voor kritiek binnen het kader 
van autonome artistieke “agency” strevend naar onophoudelijke originaliteit, 
behoudt zijn waarde (en aangenomen authenticiteit) wanneer deze op de markt 
wordt gebracht als volksmuziek.

Bregović’s frequente verwijzingen naar zigeuner koperblazers en 
Bulgaarse zangers, evenals zijn gebruik van eeuwenoude muzikale labels van 
anders-zijn, veroorzaken een aangeleerde reactie van zijn internationale publiek, 
die (door blootstelling aan herhaald gebruik van deze labels in andere 
omstandigheden) gewend zijn geraakt aan hoe Balkan muziek zou moeten 
klinken. Zijn actieve betrokkenheid bij het Balkan imago creëert een 
terugkoppelingscirkel met zijn internationale luisteraars, die verder gaat dan zijn 
muziek en toepasbaar is op alle muziek die wordt gecategoriseerd als Balkan. Te 
midden van het transregionale wereldmuziekpubliek dat gevoelig is voor 
kwesties betreffende globalisering en postcolonialiteit, wordt hij er voor 
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geprezen dat hij zogenaamd een stem geeft aan deze specifieke Europese 
periferie, en voor het aangaan van multiculturele en multi-etnische projecten die 
begaan zijn met het promoten van interculturele dialoog en intraregionale 
verzoening. Echter, in plaats van mensen uit de periferie in staat te stellen om de 
oude binaire verdeling van de Balkan als Europa’s interne Ander tegen te 
spreken en te overstijgen, kopieert Bregović de houding van toe-eigening die uit 
het centrum komt, met als gevolg de instandhouding van de bestaande 
(marginale en stereotiepe) positie van de regio.
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Appendix 1: List of Music ExamplesAppendix 1: List of Music ExamplesAppendix 1: List of Music Examples

Year Title Performer Title of Release, Label Country of Release

1950s Čaje Šukarije / Beautiful Girl [Romani] Esma Redžepova Jugoton EPY-3112 SFRY

1975
Ne gledaj me tako i ne ljubi me više /       
Do Not Look at Me Like That,                 
and Do Not Kiss Me Anymore

White Button Šta bi dao da si na mom mjestu, Jugoton LSY 63046 SFRY

1983 Ako Možeš Zaboravi /                            
Forget, If You Can White Button Uspavanka za Radmilu M., Jugoton LSY 10017 SFRY

1984 Da Te Bogdo Ne Volim /                                
I Wish to God I Didn't Love You White Button Bijelo Dugme, Diskoton LP-8155 SFRY

1984 Za Esmu / For Esma White Button Bijelo Dugme, Diskoton LP-8155 SFRY

1986 Hajdemo u planine /                               
Let's Go to the Mountains White Button Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo, Diskoton LP 8244 SFRY

1986 Kad odem, kad me ne bude /               
When I am Gone, When I am No More White Button Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo, Diskoton LP 8244 SFRY

1986 Pljuni i zapjevaj moja Jugoslavijo /          
Spit and Sing, My Yugoslavia White Button Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo, Diskoton LP 8244 SFRY

1986 Zamisli / Imagine White Button Pljuni i zapjevaj, moja Jugoslavijo, Diskoton LP 8244 SFRY

1987 A Milicija Trenira Strogoću /                     
And the Police is Training Its Strictness White Button Mramor, kamen i željezo,    Diskoton LP-8282 SFRY

1988 Ako ima boga / If There is God White Button Ćiribiribela, Diskoton LP-8333 SFRY

1988 Đurđevdan / St. George's Day White Button Ćiribiribela, Diskoton LP-8333 SFRY

1988 Lijepa naša / Our Beautiful White Button Ćiribiribela, Diskoton LP-8333 SFRY

1988 (*) Ederlezi / St. George's Day [Romani]
Time of the 
Gypsies 
soundtrack

Dom Za Vešanje (Muzika Iz Filma Emira Kusturice), 
Diskoton LP-8335;                                                          
Le Temps des Gitans, Philips 842 764-1

SFRY;                               
France, Greece, Poland

1988 (*) Kustino oro / Kusta's Chain Dance
Time of the 
Gypsies 
soundtrack

Dom Za Vešanje (Muzika Iz Filma Emira Kusturice), 
Diskoton LP-8335;                                                          
Le Temps des Gitans, Philips 842 764-1

SFRY;                               
France, Greece, Poland

1990 Čaje Šukarije Zdravko Čolić Da ti kažem šta mi je, Komuna LP 100 SFRY

1991 (*) Theos An Einai Alkistis 
Protopsalti Paradehtika, Polydor 849 304-1 Greece

1991 (*) Toy Ai Giorgi Alkistis 
Protopsalti Paradehtika, Polydor 849 304-1 Greece

1991 (*) Venzinadiko Alkistis 
Protopsalti Paradehtika, Polydor 849 304-1 Greece

1993 (*) TV Screen Arizona Dream 
soundtrack

Original Motion Picture Soundtrack: Arizona Dream, 
Mercury/Polygram 512 112-1

Greece, Austria, France, 
Yugoslavia, Russia

1994 (*) Elo Hi La Reine Margot 
soundtrack

Queen Margot (La Reine Margot), Philips/
Phonogram 522 655-2 Greece, Yugoslavia, U.S.

1994 (*) U te sam se zaljubia /                                      
I am in Love With You

La Reine Margot 
soundtrack

Queen Margot (La Reine Margot), Philips/
Phonogram 522 655-2 Greece, Yugoslavia, U.S.

1995 (*) Čaješukarije Underground 
soundtrack

Music Inspired And Taken From Underground, 
Mercury 5289102

UK, France, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, Slovenia, 
Bulgaria

1995 (*) Kalašnjikov / Kalashnikov Underground 
soundtrack

Music Inspired And Taken From Underground, 
Mercury 5289102

UK, France, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, Slovenia, 
Bulgaria

1995 (*) Mesečina / Moonlight Underground 
soundtrack

Music Inspired And Taken From Underground, 
Mercury 5289102

UK, France, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, Slovenia, 
Bulgaria

1995 (*) Ya ya Underground 
soundtrack

Music Inspired And Taken From Underground, 
Mercury 5289102

UK, France, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, Slovenia, 
Bulgaria

1996 (*) Parfum Paranoia Underground 
soundtrack

Music Inspired And Taken From Underground, 
Mercury 5289102

UK, France, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, Slovenia, 
Bulgaria

1996 Sevdim Sevilmedim Candan Erçetin Sevdim, Sevilmedim - Umrumda Değil (The Remix 
EP), Topkapı Müzik & Video Ltd 96105-8 Turkey



Year Title Performer Title of release, Label Country of release

1997 Ajde Ajde Jasmina /                                   
Come on, Come on, Jasmina Zdravko Čolić Kad Bi Moja Bila, Komuna CD 163 Yugoslavia

1997 (*) Ena Tragoudi Gia Tin Eleni F George Dalaras
Thessaloniki-Yannena me dio papoutsia panina 
(Thessaloniki-Yannena with two canvas shoes), EMI 
7243493587 2 0

Greece

1997 (*) Me Lene Popi George Dalaras
Thessaloniki-Yannena me dio papoutsia panina 
(Thessaloniki-Yannena with two canvas shoes), EMI 
7243493587 2 0

Greece

1997 (*) Nihta.mp3 George Dalaras
Thessaloniki-Yannena me dio papoutsia panina 
(Thessaloniki-Yannena with two canvas shoes), EMI 
7243493587 2 0

Greece

1997 (*) Tis Agapis Sou to Risko George Dalaras
Thessaloniki-Yannena me dio papoutsia panina 
(Thessaloniki-Yannena with two canvas shoes), EMI 
7243493587 2 0

Greece

1997 (*) To Tragoudi Tis Vrohis George Dalaras
Thessaloniki-Yannena me dio papoutsia panina 
(Thessaloniki-Yannena with two canvas shoes), EMI 
7243493587 2 0

Greece

1999 (*) Allahin Varsa Sezen Aksu Düğün ve Cenaze, Raks Müzik Turkey

1999 (*) Ayisigi Sezen Aksu Düğün ve Cenaze, Raks Müzik Turkey

1999 (*) Hidrellez Sezen Aksu Düğün ve Cenaze, Raks Müzik Turkey

1999 (*) Kalasnikof Sezen Aksu Düğün ve Cenaze, Raks Müzik Turkey

1999 (*) Jesli Bog istnieje Kayah Kayah & Bregović, ZIC ZAC 74321 72414 2 Poland

1999 (*) Caje Sukarije Kayah Kayah & Bregović, ZIC ZAC 74321 72414 2 Poland

1999 (*) Nie ma nie ma ciebie Kayah Kayah & Bregović, ZIC ZAC 74321 72414 2 Poland

2001 (*) Daj mi drugie zycie Krizstof 
Krawczyk Daj Mi Drugie Życie, ZIC ZAC 74321 876522 Poland

2001 (*) Witaj gosciu Krizstof 
Krawczyk Daj Mi Drugie Życie, ZIC ZAC 74321 876522 Poland

2002 (*) Polizia Molto Arrabiata
Tales and songs 
from weddings and 
funerals

Tales And Songs From Weddings And Funerals, 
Mercury 063 079-2 France, Yugoslavia

2002 (*) Sex
Tales and songs 
from weddings and 
funerals

Tales And Songs From Weddings And Funerals, 
Mercury 063 079-2 France, Yugoslavia

2007 (*) Lamour Karmen Karmen - With A Happy End, Mercury 984 848-9 France, Serbia

2007 (*) Pampur Galbeno Karmen Karmen - With A Happy End, Mercury 984 848-9 France, Serbia

2008 (*) Tis agapis sou to risko Alkohol Alkohol (Šljivovica & Champagne), Wrasse Records 
WRASS 238 Serbia, Europe, U.S.

2008 (*) Venzinatiko Alkohol Alkohol (Šljivovica & Champagne), Wrasse Records 
WRASS 238 Serbia, Europe, U.S.

2008 (*) Za Esmu / For Esma Alkohol Alkohol (Šljivovica & Champagne), Wrasse Records 
WRASS 238 Serbia, Europe, U.S.

2008 (*) Zamisli / Imagine Alkohol Alkohol (Šljivovica & Champagne), Wrasse Records 
WRASS 238 Serbia, Europe, U.S.

 (*) Reproduced by courtesy of the Universal Music Group.  (*) Reproduced by courtesy of the Universal Music Group.  (*) Reproduced by courtesy of the Universal Music Group.  (*) Reproduced by courtesy of the Universal Music Group.  (*) Reproduced by courtesy of the Universal Music Group. 

The author gratefully acknowledges permission to use copyrighted material in this dissertation. Every effort has been made to trace and contact 
copyright holders. If there are any inadvertent errors or omissions, please contact the author (at markovicaleksandra@yahoo.com) so that any oversight 
can be corrected as soon as possible.

The author gratefully acknowledges permission to use copyrighted material in this dissertation. Every effort has been made to trace and contact 
copyright holders. If there are any inadvertent errors or omissions, please contact the author (at markovicaleksandra@yahoo.com) so that any oversight 
can be corrected as soon as possible.

The author gratefully acknowledges permission to use copyrighted material in this dissertation. Every effort has been made to trace and contact 
copyright holders. If there are any inadvertent errors or omissions, please contact the author (at markovicaleksandra@yahoo.com) so that any oversight 
can be corrected as soon as possible.
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can be corrected as soon as possible.
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Appendix 2: Habanera score (excerpt) 
Source: Carmen score 2009
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Appendix 3: Lamour score (excerpt)
Source: Goran Bregovic’s Karmen with a Happy End, n.d.



& & & & & ? ? ? ?

b b # # # # b b b b

B
b  T

p
t.

 1

B
b  T

p
t.

 2

A
. 
S

x
.

B
ar

. 
1

B
ar

. 
2

B
ar

. 
3

T
u
b
a

1
8

œb
œœ

p
et

a
p
ri

œ
œœ

p
et

a
p
ri

1
8

∑ ∑

1
8

∑

1
8

‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰ Jœb
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

˙ v
u ˙b v
u

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ
œ

˙b a ˙ a

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœn
‰Jœ

‰Jœn
œœ

œ
œn

˙ ze ˙ ze

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ
œ œb

‰Jœ
œœ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ
œn

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑

œœ
œ œb

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œ

œ
Œ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ œ
œb œ

œ
œn

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œb œ
œœb

œ
œ

œ
œ

A
p
o ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ œ
œ

œ
œ

œb
œ

œ
œ

œb
œ ‰

Jœ
p
a

lj
e

k
a

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

œb
œ œ

œ œn
œb

œœ
‰

Jœ

œb
œ ‰

Jœ

œb
œŒ

œ
œb

k
e

ra ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ œ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

œ
Œ

sa

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ ‰
Jœ

‰Jœ
œœb

œn
œb

‰Jœ
‰

Jœ

œ
œ

œ
œb

p
o

p
a

œb
œ

p
o

p
a ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

œ
‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œ
œn

œ
œœ

lj
e

v
a

sk
a

œ
œb
œ

lj
e

v
a

sk
a

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

˙b m
i ˙ m
i

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœ
œœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œb

˙ b
a ˙ b
a

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœ
œœ

œb
œnœ

œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

sk
e œ
œb

sk
e

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœbœ
œ

‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ
œ

2
L

am
o
u
r 

(B
ak

ij
a)



& & & & & ? ? ? ?

b b # # # # b b b b

B
b  T

p
t.

 1

B
b  T

p
t.

 2

A
. 
S

x
.

B
ar

. 
1

B
ar

. 
2

B
ar

. 
3

T
u
b
a

3
4

˙ ˙
3
4

∑ ∑

3
4

∑

3
4

œœb
œ œb

œnœ

œœ
œ

œœ
œ

œ
œ

œ
Œ

˙

∑ ∑ ∑

œœb
œœ

‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ
œ

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
œœb

œ

œœ
œœ

œb
œn

œœ
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

L
a

m
o
u
r

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ œ
œ

œb
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

œb
œ ‰

Jœ
et

en
u
a

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ œb
œ ‰

Jœ

œb
œ ‰Jœ

œb
œ ‰Jœ

œ
œ

œ
œb

zo
re ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ œ
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

œ
Œ

b
el

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
œ

Œ

œb
Œ

œœb
œ œn

œœ
œ œ

œ
œ

œ
œb

K
in

il
n
i

œb
œ

K
in

il
n
i ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ œb
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

œb
œœ

p
et

a
p
ri

œ
œœ

p
et

a
p
ri

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰ Jœb
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

˙ v
u ˙b v
u

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœb
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œ

˙b a ˙ a

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœn
‰Jœ

‰Jœn
‰Jœ

œ
œn

˙ ze ˙ ze

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

. œ œ
‰ Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œn

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑

‰≈
Rœ ‰Jœ

.œ
œ ‰

Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œ

œ
Œ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

. œ
œb ‰Jœ

œ
œn

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œb œ
œ

œ
œ

A
p
o ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœb
œœ

‰ Jœb
œœ

œb
‰ œ
œ3

L
am

o
u
r 

(B
ak

ij
a)



& & & & & ? ? ? ?

b b # # # # b b b b

B
b  T

p
t.

 1

B
b  T

p
t.

 2

A
. 
S

x
.

B
ar

. 
1

B
ar

. 
2

B
ar

. 
3

T
u
b
a

5
0

œb
œ

‰ Jœ
p
a

lj
e

k
a

∑

5
0

∑ ∑

5
0

∑

5
0

œ œb
œœ

œ

‰
œb

Jœ

‰
œ

Jœ

œ
Œ

œ
œb

k
e

ra ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœb
œœ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ
‰ œ

œœ
Œ

sa

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰
œ

Jœ

‰
œ

Jœ

œ œb
œœ
œ

œ
Œ

œ
œb

p
o

p
a

œb
œ

p
o

p
a ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œb
œn

œ
œœ

lj
e

v
a

sk
a

œ
œb
œ

lj
e

v
a

sk
a

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœb
‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

˙b m
i ˙ m
i

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœœ
œ

œœ
œœ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ
œn

˙ b
a ˙ b
a

∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœœ
œ

œ
Œ

‰Jœ
œœ

œ
œ

œ
œ

sk
e œ
œb

sk
e

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœœ
œ

‰Jœ
œœ

‰Jœbœ
œ

œ
œ

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑
œœ

œ

œœ
œ

œb
œ œ

œ œ
œb

œ
œ

œ
Œ

˙

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ
œœ

‰Jœ
œœ

œœ
œœ

‰j œ
œœ

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

œœ
œœ

œœ
œœ

œœ
œœ

œ œn
œb
œ

œ
Œ

L
a œœ

œ
d
aj

d
u
s ∑ ∑ ∑ œ
Œ

œ
Œ

œ
Œ

˙

∑

œ œ
œ

d
i

b
i

d
u
s

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

œ
Œ

L
a œœ

œ
d
aj

d
u
s ∑ ∑ ∑ œ
Œ

œ
Œ

œ
Œ

˙

∑

œ œ
œ

d
i

b
i

d
u
s ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

œ
Œ

L
a ‰ Jœ

œ œ
se

su
ch

e

∑ ∑ ∑
œ

Œ

œ
Œ

œ
Œ

œ
Œ

4
L

am
o
u
r 

(B
ak

ij
a)



& & & & & ? ? ? ?

b b # # # # b b b b

B
b  T

p
t.

 1

B
b  T

p
t.

 2

A
. 
S

x
.

B
ar

. 
1

B
ar

. 
2

B
ar

. 
3

T
u
b
a

6
6

œ
Œ

L
a ‰ Jœ

œ œ
se

p
re

d
e

6
6

∑ ∑

6
6

∑

6
6

œ
Œ

œ
Œ

œ
Œ

œ
Œ

œ
œ

L
a

L
a

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

o
p

o
p

∑ ∑ ∑
œ

œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

L
a

L
a

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

o
p

o
p

∑ ∑ ∑
œ

œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

˙ m
o
u
r j œ
.œ

L
a

m
o
u
r

∑ ∑ ∑

‰
Jœ ‰Jœ

‰
Jœ ‰

Jœ

‰
Jœ ‰

Jœ

œ
œ

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰œ œ

œn
œ

˙ ˙ ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œœ
œ œ

œ
œ

˙ L
a ˙ L
a

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœb
‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œ
.œ
œ

œn
œ

˙ m
o
u
r ˙ m

o
u
r ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ œ
‰Jœ

œ
œ

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœb
‰Jœ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

˙ ˙ ∑ ∑ ∑ œb œ
œ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œ

˙ L
a ˙ L
a

∑ ∑ ∑

œb œ
œ

Jœ

‰
Jœ ‰Jœ

‰
Jœn ‰

Jœ

œ
œ

˙ m
o
u
r ˙ m

o
u
r ∑ ∑ ∑ œœ
‰Jœ

‰Jœ
œœ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œ
œ

˙ ˙ ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œœ
œ œ

‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œb
œn

˙ ˙ ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ
‰Jœ

œb œ
œb œ

‰ Jœ
‰ Jœ

œ
œ

˙ L
a

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ‰Jœ
œ

œœb
œ

‰ Jœ
œ

œb
œ

œ
œ

œ
œ

m
o
u
r

L
a

m
o
u
r

L
a

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

5
L

am
o
u
r 

(B
ak

ij
a)



& & & & & ? ? ? ?

b b # # # # b b b b

B
b  T

p
t.

 1

B
b  T

p
t.

 2

A
. 
S

x
.

B
ar

. 
1

B
ar

. 
2

B
ar

. 
3

T
u
b
a

8
2

œ
Œ

m
o
u
r ‰Jœ

œ
œ

L
a

m
o
u
r

L
a

8
2

∑ ∑

8
2

∑

8
2

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰ Jœ
œ

œ
L

a
m

o
u
r

L
a

œ
Œ

m
o

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

œ
Œ

m
o ‰Jœ

œ
œ

L
a

m
o
u
r

L
a

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰ Jœ
œ

œ
L

a
m

o
u
r

L
a

œ
Œ

m
o

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

œ œ
Œ

m
o

u
r ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

˙ L
a ˙ L
a ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

.œ
Jœ m
o

.œ
Jœ m
o ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

˙ u
r ˙ u
r ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
œ œ

œ œ
œ œ ∑

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑
œ œ#

œ œ
œ œ

∑ ∑ ∑

˙ ˙

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

œ œn
œ œ

œ œ ∑

œ œn
œ œ

œ œ

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰Jœb ‰Jœ

‰Jœn
‰Jœ

‰Jœ ‰Jœ

‰ Jœb
‰ Jœ

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

‰
Jœb ‰Jœ

œ ≈
œn ‰

Jœ

‰
Jœ ‰Jœ

‰
Jœb‰

Jœ

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑ ∑
œ

Œ

œ
Œ

œ œ
œœb

œ œ
œ

œ
Œ

∑ ∑

‰
Jœ f

œœ#

‰
j œ f
œœb

‰
Jœ f

œœ# ∑ ∑

≈œb
œœb

œ ∑

6
L

am
o
u
r 

(B
ak

ij
a)



Appendix 4

List of Attended Concerts Dedicated to “Balkan” or “Gypsy” Music

April 13 2006: Goran Bregovic, Karmen (Sava Centar, Belgrade) 

November 17 2006: Balkan Beat Box, Antwerp Gypsy Ska Orchestra, DJ Tommi (Melkweg, 

Amsterdam) 

December 1 2006: Mahala Rai Banda, DJ (Tropentheater, Amsterdam) 

April 6 2007: Boban Markovic, Amsterdam Klezmer Band, DJ Shantel (Contrabanda at Paradiso, 

Amsterdam) 

April 24 2007: Goran Bregovic, Three letters to Three Prophets (Concertgebouw, Amsterdam) 

May 11 2007: Caspian Hat Dance, DJ Shantel (Melkweg, Amsterdam) 

Summer 2007: weekly parties under the heading Propaganda! Balkan Beatz, Russian Disko, 

mestizo & beyond (Melkweg, Amsterdam) 

Summer 2007 - 2008: Parties under the heading Gemengd zwemmen (Melkweg, Amsterdam) 

September 20 2007: DJ Shantel (Paradiso, Amsterdam) 

October 7 2007: Boban Markovic, DJ (Patronaat, Haarlem) 

February 2 2008: Ambrassband, DJ (BalkanBeatz at Melkweg, Amsterdam) 

February 2 2008: Raromski, Carlama Orkestar, DJ Safri (Balkan Gypsy Night at Wilhelmina 

Pakhuis, Amsterdam) 

April 20 2008: Esma Redzepova, Kal, Gypsy.cz, DJ Shantel (Contrabanda at Paradiso, Amsterdam) 

May 10 2008: Mahala Rai Banda, Balkan Beat Box, DJ (Botanique, Brussels) 

November 29 2008: Zurka / Tulum / Dernek, celebration of the (former SFRY) national holiday 

(Paviljoen aan ‘t IJ, Amsterdam) 

December 20 2008: Raromski, Caspian Hat Dance, DJ Tommi (Balkan Gypsy Night at Wilhelmina 

Pakhuis, Amsterdam) 

January 23 2009: Kocani Orkestar, Unza Unza Orkestar, DJ Shantel (Balkan Bonanza! at Patronaat, 

Haarlem) 

October 23 2009: Shantel & Bukovina club (Paradiso, Amsterdam) 

November 13 2009: Goran Bregovic (Melkweg, Amsterdam) 

September 16 2010: Goran Bregovic (Grote Kerk, Den Haag) 

!




	00 Cover
	00 Title, Intro pages
	01 Chapter 1
	02 Chapter 2
	03 Chapter 3
	04 Chapter 4
	05 Chapter 5
	06 Chapter 6
	07 References
	08 Summary (English and Dutch)
	09 Appendices 1-4



