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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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.
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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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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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