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6. Conclusion: What is Balkan in Balkan Music? 

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

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

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

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

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

Importantly however, Bregović’s readiness to take over the Balkan and 
Gypsy stereotypes serves an additional purpose, that of justifying his 
compositional and ethical choices, particularly when it comes to musical 
230



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

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

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

Although Bregović also sporadically refers to the Byzantine label when 
describing his music, in the majority of his statements he infuses the Balkan label 
with positive meanings emanating from the local understanding of the 
Byzantine influence, and expressly attributes his incessant musical borrowing 
and rearrangements to his declared Balkan/Gypsy identity. This is another 
illustration of Bregović’s “double positionality” (Taylor 1997: 40) which allows 
him to utilise the Balkan label in the manner typical for international 
commercialised world music markets, and yet to retain his native position. As a 
result, Bregović’s re-signification of the Balkan trope causes friction with its 
intraregional usage (the latter being more nuanced and culturally/historically 
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specific, but – as mentioned previously – also more dismissive of what is 
perceived as the unwanted “Oriental” heritage). Bregović’s utilisation of the 
Balkan trope at times provokes criticism by his local commentators who accuse 
him of replicating old Balkanist stereotypes (e.g. Gajić 2005 who states he is 
“morally questionable”), while failing to consider the positive connotations this 
term has attained in the international music market. It should also be mentioned 
that Bregović has contributed to the recent process of intraregional (particularly 
ex-Yugoslav) reinscription of the Balkan label by performing previously familiar 
music (from Bregović’s White Button career) turned into “world” music. His 
concerts thus allow domestic listeners to hear music they recognise (and 
associate themselves with) and enjoy it as generic world music, transformed into 
an exoticised commodity.

Bregović’s shifting position, allowing him to freely play with stereotypes 
and assume an ironic, self-exoticised role, is greatly facilitated by his own 
personal history. Having emigrated from (what used to be) Yugoslavia, he is in a 
position to observe, and consequently represent, the region and its many musics 
from a dislocated, even disinterested stance. His music illustrates what Lipsitz 
calls bifocality (1986-1987: 159-160) which is especially pertinent to (im)migrant 
cultures and the ways music is used to simultaneously refer to migrants’ 
different coexisting identities (by encompassing how they view themselves and 
how they are viewed by the host culture). Lipsitz sees ambiguity, juxtaposition 
and irony as key qualities of these migrant aesthetics, which are all salient in 
Bregović’s music productions: he presents his stereotypical Balkans in a peculiar 
tongue-in-cheek manner, as if to remind his audience (as he often does in his 
interviews) that he should not be taken too seriously, and consequently that his 
version of the Balkans should not be taken for granted. 

Within the ongoing discussions about appropriation and authenticity, 
Goran Bregović’s double positionality enables him to be simultaneously in the 
culture (its authentic representative) and outside that culture (its curator and 
interpreter). This allows him to smooth over issues of ownership and 
appropriation that are an inextricable element of many music collaboration 
discourses, the criticism of which pervades world music studies (Taylor 2007: 
127). As was shown in preceding chapters, he skilfully shifts between the two 
realms and uses appropriate elements of each discourse – commercial music 
production vs. traditional music – to justify his compositional actions. Audiences 
in the Balkans, some of them caught up in preservationist rhetorics built on (the 
fringes of) nationalist discourses, often criticise him for betraying the ethical 
implications of his (assumed) native position, for abusing and misrepresenting 
(the traditional music heritage of) the region. By his international audiences, 
though, he is praised precisely for being an authentic representative of that same 
heritage. To some of his Balkan criticisers, he epitomises neocolonial cultural 
imperialism; whereas to his worldwide listeners, he is one of those rare free 
spirits unconstrained by the burden of contemporary (post)modern life, 
particularly in his freedom to cross (ethnic and stylistic) boundaries. 

Among the transregional audiences of world music sensitive to issues of 
globalisation and postcoloniality (cf. Taylor 1997), Bregović is lauded for 
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supposedly giving voice to this particular European margin, and for embarking 
on multicultural and multiethnic projects committed to promoting intercultural 
dialogue and intraregional reconciliation. However, instead of empowering 
peoples from the margin to challenge and get rid of the old binary view of the 
Balkans as an internal other in Europe (cf. Fleming 2000), Bregović’s double 
positionality enables him to replicate the appropriating attitude coming from the 
centre. This in effect perpetuates the marginalising stereotypes instead of 
transcending them. Instead of benefiting from the “transformative power of 
performance to create new subjectivities” (Silverman 2012: 5) and challenging 
the two-dimensional image of the Balkans, he internalises and manipulates this 
image to his own interest, which in turn continues to perpetuate the existing 
(marginal and stereotyped) position of the region. It should be re-emphasised 
that assuming the role of traditional musician also enables Bregović to continue 
with his incessant recycling: his ever-repeated tunes, which could otherwise be 
assessed as “bad” in the context of autonomous artistic agency striving towards 
constant originality (Frith 2004: 15), retain their value (and declared authenticity) 
when marketed as folk music.

Of course, these contradicting discourses are often overlapping due to 
overlapping markets, which challenges a superficial assumption that 
intraregional discourses about Bregović are by default negative while 
transregional ones are by default positive. Nevertheless, there is arguably a 
pattern of distribution of these interpretative statements, as they cluster around 
certain audience groups, which is a hypothesis I hope will be explored by further 
research. At the same time, all these criticisms do not influence the popularity of 
Bregović’s music: he seems to be immensely popular even in contexts where he 
is criticised the most, particularly in the ex-Yugoslav space which engages in a 
specific love-hate relationship with one of its biggest music stars. One of the 
reasons for this might be that many Western Balkan inhabitants, immersed in an 
ongoing dialectical discourse about the Balkans (see 2.1.3), still use Yugoslavia as 
a frame of reference in the process of their identity negotiation, and 
consequently perceive Bregović’s music (which for them works as a hyperlink 
with the music from the White Button era) through a “blur of nostalgia and 
resignation” (Rasmussen 2007: 87). 

In conclusion, it should be stressed that Bregović’s intricate roleplaying has 
two main consequences. First, it creates a feedback loop with his international 
listeners, which extends beyond his music and applies to all musics labelled as 
Balkan. Since his post-1990s projects are mainly targeted at international 
audiences, and since they are clearly coded and marketed as Balkan music, they 
are by default consumed in the presence (and in the context) of already existing 
preconceptions about the Balkans and their music. When performed in front of 
international audiences, Bregović’s version of Balkan music enters an interactive 
relationship with Balkan stereotypes which have persisted for over two 
centuries. As a result, these audiences begin to expect to hear music which 
sounds typically Balkan, and the artist therefore needs to produce music which 
sounds typically Balkan, in order to cater to their expectations. For instance, the 
success and popularity of Southeast European brass bands (see 2.3), in part 
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corroborated by Bregović’s projects, has influenced the reinscribing of both 
Gypsy and Balkan labels: in current European world music circles, brass music 
has largely come to signify Balkan music on the one hand, and Gypsy music on 
the other (replacing the trope of Hungarian Gypsy string bands – Silverman 
2012: 293). The reverse notion also stands, namely that music marketed as 
authentic Balkan/Gypsy music is expected to utilise the brass idiom, which 
somewhat circumscribes the expressive scope of artists who might wish to 
present other traditional music practices from the region. 

Stepping away from this prescribed (and self-ascribed) label is met with an 
underwhelmed response, evident in Bregović’s recent projects where he has been 
attempting to compose what in his words was more “serious” music. At the 
same time, his typical fast brass dance tunes are received with noticeable 
enthusiasm by his international audiences, hence promoting their persistence 
and survival. The memetic paradigm, mentioned above and in 4.4, crucially 
emphasises the mutually fruitful relationship between Bregović’s music and the 
preconceptions about the Balkans. It predicts that Bregović’s music will be more 
successful in the presence of existing preconceptions about the Balkans, and vice 
versa – that the notions about the Balkans will be more successfully replicated in 
the presence of Bregović’s music. Forming a successful memeplex makes 
Bregović’s music and Balkan stereotypes more likely to be retained in the 
audience’s memory and therefore replicated further, which solidifies and 
perpetuates them. Indeed, in its movement to reach new worldwide audiences, 
the music produced and promoted by Bregović serves as a vehicle for the cluster 
of images subsumed under the Balkan label. This enables his international 
audiences to contextualise his music more efficiently, which in turn makes this 
music understandable (and hence more meaningful) to them. As a result, this 
purposefully exoticised music of the hypothetical, invented Balkans has created 
an idiom for many intraregional artists to enter – and succeed in – the 
international market, offering them an instant, recognisable token they can fall 
back on in order to provide a readily consumable commodity. 

The second result stemming from Bregović’s musical agency is his 
contribution to what could be referred to as de-Balkanisation1  of the Balkans. In 
contrast to the initial meaning of the term (where balkanised entities are marked 
by fragmentation and mutual conflict – Todorova 1997: 32), Bregović’s music 
contributes to a single Balkan soundscape common to its many inhabiting 
cultures and ethnicities. Following the centuries-old regional interchange, 
Bregović’s tunes are recognised as familiar and “own” in many corners of the 
Balkans (and even in the broader Central-Southeast European space, due to his 
Polish collaborations). His perpetual reworking of earlier sound bits fuels this 
process, and so does his abandoning of any particular language and opting 
instead to create a meta-language, a transnational language interspersed with 
Roma language and generic Slavic words. I argue that this sound of internal 
otherness would trigger appeal with those Western European audiences who in 
their choice of entertainment look (albeit temporarily) for a mildly rebellious, 
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consumable alternative to their native culture, embodied in the sound of the 
European internal other – at once familiar and unfamiliar, unexpected but in an 
expected, comfortable way which does not disturb established categories and 
preconceptions. The successfully conjoined Balkan/Gypsy label – the Balkans 
serving as a framework for all sorts of crossovers and transgressions, Gypsies 
(discriminated yet desired) being seen and heard as authentic voices of the 
margin – will continue to bolster the popularity of Balkan(ised) music in the 
contemporary world music market, until it is replaced by some new music style 
in its role of a wild, yet safe alternative to the mainstream. 
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