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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 

32

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 
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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 
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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 

47

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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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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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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“(1) the ancient, primeval, mythic and medieval; (2) the Eastern, Oriental, Byzantine, and 
Turkish; (3) rurality, pastoralism, and the izvor [source, genuineness];  (4) feminine 
sensuality and sexuality; (5) the holy and sacred;  and (6) the supernatural, magical, and 
mystical ... The result was a powerfully orientalist package holding special appeal for 
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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38 http://www.bucovina.de [Accessed May 28 2013].

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).

http://www.bucovina.de
http://www.bucovina.de


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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40 In another text, Silverman elaborates:  “Suspicion of the homogenizing effects of the 
European Union is related to this fear of loss of local culture; this may cause Western 
Europeans to categorise Gypsy music as traditional and contrast it with their own pan-
Europop” (2012: 247). The same argument is also presented by Laušević,  who sees the 
search for lost authenticity as being behind Balkan fascination in the US (2007: 229). 



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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