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Preface 

The music and dance traditions of the Balkans constitute complex cultural systems 
in which sound, movement, and social practice are inextricably intertwined. Deeply 
embedded in everyday life, ritual, and public performance, these traditions have been 
shaped by multilayered historical trajectories and by long-standing processes of cultural 
interaction characteristic of Southeastern Europe. From an ethnomusicological and 
ethnochoreological perspective, Balkan expressive cultures provide a particularly fertile 
field for examining the production, transmission, and negotiation of musical and dance 
knowledge within dynamic social, political, and ideological frameworks. 

Over the course of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, accelerated 
historical processes —including state formation, socialist and post-socialist 
restructurings, forced migrations, and armed conflict—have profoundly reshaped the 
conditions under which music and dance are practiced, represented, and interpreted. 
These transitions and transformations have generated critical scholarly engagement with 
issues of ethnicity, nationhood, identity construction, and heritage-making, revealing 
music and dance not merely as aesthetic phenomena but as socially situated practices 
implicated in power relations, memory politics, and cultural mediation. In regions 
affected by the Yugoslav wars of the late twentieth century, in particular, musical and 
dance practices have played significant roles in post-conflict processes, functioning as 
sites of remembrance, negotiation, and, at times, reconciliation, thereby offering 
important analytical material for interdisciplinary research. 

In preparing this special issue of Musicologist: An International Journal of Music 
Studies, entitled Music and Dance in the Balkans: Intersections of Tradition, Identity, 
and Innovation, we were guided by the conceptual understanding of the Balkans as a 
historically layered, regionally interconnected, and symbolically distinctive cultural 
space. Within this framework, Balkan culture is approached not as a bounded or 
homogeneous entity, but as a field of cultural hybridity shaped by sustained interactions 
among Byzantine, Ottoman, Slavic, Latin, and Austro-Hungarian legacies, as well as local 
pre-modern traditions. Ethnomusicological and ethnochoreological inquiry into this 
region thus foregrounds processes of syncretism, adaptation, and mediation, producing 
expressive forms that resist binary categorizations of “East” and “West” and instead 
reflect historically entangled and context-dependent cultural logics. 

Motivated by these considerations, the initiative to advance music and dance 
scholarship through the analytical lens of Balkan culture was introduced to the academic 
community under the leadership of Prof. Dr. Abdullah Akat, Editor-in-Chief of 
Musicologist. For this special issue, the call for papers was structured around a set of 
interrelated thematic fields that reflect current debates and methodological orientations 
in ethnomusicology, ethnochoreology, and related disciplines. These included: the role of 
music and dance in national and regional identity formation, addressing music and dance 
as determinants of national, ethnic, and regional belonging in the Balkans, as well as their 
relationship to folk traditions and modern nationalist movements; transnational 
influences and intercultural interactions, with particular attention to Ottoman, Byzantine, 
and other imperial legacies, as well as diasporic and transnational modes of musical and 
dance expression; music and dance in social and ritual contexts, focusing on performative 
functions in social, religious, and ritual settings, including contemporary protest and 
political expression; gender, performance, and representation, examining the negotiation 
of gender roles and the articulation of gender and sexual identities in music and dance 



practices; new forms and hybrid practices, including innovations in folk music and dance, 
genre fusions, and their broader sociopolitical implications; music and dance as heritage 
and commodity, addressing issues of tourism, commercialization, authenticity, 
preservation, and heritage politics; music and dance in the diaspora, exploring processes 
of continuity, transformation, and recontextualization in migrant communities; and 
soundscapes of the Balkans, emphasizing ethnographic, fieldwork-based, and sensory 
approaches to sound, space, memory, and history. 

The call elicited a strong and diverse response from scholars, whose contributions 
engage critically with ongoing theoretical and methodological debates across these 
thematic areas. The present special issue comprises thirteen peer-reviewed articles 
representing interdisciplinary approaches drawn from musicology, ethnomusicology, 
ethnochoreology, history, anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, performance studies, 
and new IT technologies. The majority of contributions are grounded in empirically rich 
case studies, employing interdisciplinary perspectives to address one or more of the 
issue’s core themes. Together, they present carefully documented and theoretically 
informed analyses ranging from ritual and traditional practices to globally intertwined 
processes of intercultural exchange and the digital transformation of music and dance in 
the Balkans. 

Geographically, the articles encompass case studies from Serbia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Bulgaria, Greece and Tu rkiye, illuminating the 
role of music and dance traditions in articulating diverse identities across varying social, 
political, and historical contexts. At the same time, several contributions advance 
innovative methodological and theoretical approaches within contemporary 
musicological research, including archival studies, analyses of tune families, harmonic 
structures, and computational or bioinformatic methodologies. Collectively, the articles 
offer a substantial and up-to-date bibliographic foundation relevant to both the Balkan 
region and broader disciplinary discourses. The authors represent a wide range of 
scholarly backgrounds and career stages, bringing together perspectives of both early-
career and senior researchers, thereby enriching the intellectual scope of the journal. 

Contributions in the field of ethnochoreology include: Sonja Zdravkova 
Djeparoska, “Reflections on Dance Identity”; I dris Ersan Ku çu k, “Rethinking Folk Dances of 
Samsun in Greece through Ethnochoreohistory”; and Nikola Petrovic , “Between Ottoman 
Legacy and Hybrid Dance Identity”. 

Articles addressing both music and dance are authored by Gonca Girgin, “A 
Creative Neighborhood Economy and Human Capital: Music, Dance and the Sulukule 
Entertainment Houses”, and Hande Tokgo z, “The Transformation of Balkan Music and 
Dance in the Context of Globalization, Modernization, and Digitalization: An Analysis of 
Aesthetic, Social, and Economic Dimensions”. 

The field of ethnomusicology is represented by contributions from Marija Dumnic  
Vilotijevic  and Katarina Nikolic , “Serbian Newly Composed Folk Music of the 1960s–1980s 
in the Post-Yugoslav Diaspora: A Dissonant Heritage between Unwanted ‘Soft Power’ and 
Nostalgia”; Mehtap Demir Gu ven, “The Strategy of Cultural Elements: Symbols of Identity 
in the Novi Pazar Henna Night Entertainment”; Kristina Perkola, “Two Song Festivals in 
Kosovo: Akordet e Kosovës and the RTK Song Festival—Historical Narrative, Continuity, and 
Transformation (1960s–2020s)”; Ognen Spiroski, “Bioinformatic Analyses of Evolution in 
the Tune Families of Similar Folk Songs from Macedonia”; Belma Og ul, “A New Materialist 



Approach to the East–West Divide: Music of Southeastern Europe”; Velika Stojkova 
Serafimovska et al., “Echoes of Identity: The Role of Patriotic Songs in the Soundscape of 
Resistance during the Macedonian Identity Protests (2017–2023)”; Selin Sag ırog lu and 
Abdullah Akat, “Methodological Issues in Transnational Music Archive Research: The Case 
of Bulgarian Music Archives”, and Mehmet Hacısalihog lu, whose article “Harmony in 
Diversity: Historical Foundations of a Shared Culture of Music and Ethno-Religious 
Interaction in the Ottoman Balkans” provides an integrative historical perspective on 
shared musical cultures in the region. 

We extend our sincere gratitude to all contributing authors for sharing their 
rigorous and insightful research. The peer-review process for this special issue involved 
twenty-four reviewers from fourteen countries, whose careful evaluations were essential 
in maintaining the highest academic standards. We would like to express our appreciation 
to all the reviewers for their invaluable contributions to the review process. 

Musicologist is recognized as one of Turkey’s leading international journals in the 
fields of musicology and choreology, a distinction made possible through the sustained 
efforts of its editorial team. We gratefully acknowledge the journal secretaries, Merve 
Eken Ku çu kaksoy, Emrah Ergene, and Go khan Altınbaş for layout and design, and the 
whole publishing team for their professionalism and meticulous work. 

As co-editors of this special issue and as co-chairs of the ICTMD Study Group on 
Music and Dance in Southeastern Europe for the past two decades, we would like to 
express sincere personal gratitude to all contributors, and to share our deep conviction 
that this issue of Musicologist reflects both the continuity of long-term collaborative 
scholarship and a meaningful contribution to the evolving and ever-expanding field of 
Balkan music and dance research. 

Finally, we wish to express our deepest gratitude to Prof. Dr. Abdullah Akat, Editor-
in-Chief of Musicologist, whose visionary leadership, scholarly expertise, and intellectual 
generosity were instrumental in the realization of this special issue. 

 

Velika Stojkova Serafimovska and Mehmet Öcal Özbilgin 

Co-Editors 
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New Materialist Approach to East–West 
Distinction: South-Eastern Europe Musics 
 

ABSTRACT 
This article critiques traditional Southeastern European1 music history 
for its reliance on Eurocentric, binary, and human-centered paradigms. 
Proposing a framework rooted in posthumanism and New Materialism, 
the study reconceptualizes music as a dynamic assemblage of 
distributed agency between human and non-human actors. Central to 
this approach are Karen Barad’s concept of intra-action—where musical 
entities are co-created through their entanglement—and the notion of 
entangled memories, which privileges embodied and oral traditions 
over static archives. By applying these concepts, the article challenges 
rigid national narratives and highlights the region’s music history as a 
continuous process of hybridity and cross-border exchange. 
Methodologically, the author advocates for multi-sited ethnography and 
collaborative performance to capture these complex musical ecologies. 
This approach offers a more inclusive, noncentric lens for 
understanding the interconnected cultural landscape of Southeastern 
Europe. 
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1 In addressing the East–West distinction, this article focuses exclusively on Southeastern Europe, because 
it is one of the regions where the limitations of traditional dichotomous thinking are evident. The region is 
crucial for this study as it is characterized by complex and overlapping histories, cultural hybridities, and 
multi-directional exchanges, illuminating its role as a cultural crossroads. Therefore, applying the proposed 
posthumanist and New Materialist approach—which seeks to move beyond traditional duality and centric 
paradigms—is particularly vital here to illuminate the hybrid, networked, and relational nature of 
Southeastern European music history. 
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Introduction 

The East–West dichotomy has long served as a foundational framework for interpreting 

global cultural, political, and economic interactions. Traditionally delineated along 

geographical, historical, and ideological lines—from the division of the Roman Empire 

and the schism between Eastern Orthodoxy and Western Christianity to the Cold War’s 

ideological blocs—this binary has structured dominant narratives of global and regional 

dynamics. Theoretical frameworks such as Samuel P. Huntington’s ‘clash of civilizations,’ 

Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems theory, and Max Weber’s comparative sociology 

have variously emphasized cultural, economic, and rational-structural distinctions 

between ‘East’ and ‘West’. However, these paradigms have been widely critiqued for their 

simplification, Eurocentrism, and essentialism. Critical interventions by scholars such as 

Edward Said, with his concept of Orientalism, and Benedict Anderson, through the notion 

of imagined communities, have underscored how such binaries are constructed and 

sustained by cultural narratives and political interests as well as developed counter-

discourses and theoretical concepts related to the subject. 

Nowhere are the more evident than in Southeastern Europe—a region marked by 

complex and overlapping histories, cultural hybridities, and multi-directional 

exchanges— is one of the regions having the limitations of this dichotomous thinking. 

Here, the East–West binary often obscures the intricate interplay of religious traditions, 

colonial legacies, migratory movements, and transnational cultural flows. Recent 

theoretical developments in new-materialist, post-structuralist, and posthumanist 

thought call for a reassessment of such foundational binaries, advocating for frameworks 

that emphasize relationality, entanglement, and intra-action rather than static 

oppositions. 

Any discussion of region and identity in this context inevitably invites the question: 

Where is West, and where is South? The answer, from a postcolonial perspective, lies less 

in geography than in the historical production of epistemic hierarchies. As Edward Said 

(1977) and later Maria Todorova (1997) demonstrated, Europe’s internal and external 

‘others’ were not discovered but discursively produced—mapped through oppositions 

such as civilized/primitive, rational/emotional, and modern/traditional. Within this 

discursive framework, ‘the West’ operates as a self-legitimating position rather than a 

spatial coordinate, while ‘the East’ and ‘the South’ function as symbolic margins through 
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which the European self is defined. 

The position of Southeastern Europe, however, complicates this binary cartography. As 

Milica Bakić-Hayden (1995) observed in her notion of ‘nesting Orientalisms,’ the Balkans 

occupy a paradoxical role: a space simultaneously included in and excluded from Europe, 

projecting ‘Eastness’ ever further eastward in a recursive hierarchy of difference. This 

condition reflects what Larry Wolff (1994) called the “internal colonization” of Europe—

a process through which modernity established its moral geography not only beyond but 

also within its own borders. To ask, “Where is West?” thus becomes a question of 

positionality and power, not of cartography. 

Recent postcolonial and decolonial debates invite us to rethink these inherited spatial 

metaphors through relational and ecological perspectives. Scholars such as Iain Chambers 

(2008) and Rosi Braidotti (2019) propose turning away from rigid dichotomies toward a 

fluid epistemology of becoming, in which knowledge, identity, and culture are understood 

as outcomes of movement, contact, and transformation. From this standpoint, the region 

under discussion—whether termed Trans-Balkan, Borderland, or Translocal Europe—

can be viewed as a zone of entanglement, where human and nonhuman actors 

continuously remake the coordinates of ‘West’ and ‘South.’ Music, in this sense, becomes 

not merely a cultural expression located within a region, but a sonic practice that 

reconfigures geography itself through resonance, circulation, and relational agency. This 

non-centric orientation recalls Akat and Nural’s (2022) formulation of the Black Sea 

region as an interconnected musical ecology, whose cultural vitality depends on constant 

exchange among human and nonhuman actors rather than on stable territorial centers. 

The field of musicology, too, has been historically shaped by centric paradigms, 

particularly Eurocentrism, which position Western art music as a universal standard 

while marginalizing non-Western traditions and underrepresenting the contributions of 

minority and peripheral communities. Even ‘human-centered’ perspectives, which 

emphasize music as a form of human expression and communication, often fall short in 

accounting for music’s entanglement with broader ecological, technological, material, and 

non-human forces. To address these limitations, recent scholarship has proposed non-

centric or multicentric frameworks—drawing from posthumanism, New Materialism, and 

critical ecology—that reconceptualize music as a dynamic ‘music ecology’. In this view, 

music emerges not from isolated acts of human intention but through complex networks 
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of interaction among human actors (musicians, educators, institutions, audiences) and 

non-human agents (instruments, technologies, environments, algorithms, and political-

economic systems).  

Karen Barad’s concept of ‘intra-action’ (2007), which posits that entities do not precede 

their relationships but rather emerge through them, offers a particularly powerful 

framework for reconceptualizing the music history of Southeastern Europe. Paired with 

the notion of entangled memories—which acknowledges that historical traces are 

preserved not only in texts but also in embodied practices, oral traditions, technologies, 

and physical spaces—this approach allows for a deeper, more nuanced engagement with 

the region’s musical past. It challenges linear, nation-bound historiographies and 

emphasizes the co-creative processes through which music is shaped. 

This article proposes a material-discursive approach that brings together intra-action and 

entanglement as key analytical tools for studying musical practices in Southeastern 

Europe. By critically engaging with the limitations of East–West binaries and drawing on 

case studies rooted in the region’s diverse musical cultures, the study aims to illuminate 

the hybrid, networked, and relational nature of Southeastern European music history. In 

doing so, it contributes to the development of dynamic, non-centric frameworks for both 

regional analysis and musicological inquiry. On the other hand, considering that this 

entangled music production may be specific to a group or region, it would not be correct 

to use it to explain all music, otherwise we may overlook localized power dynamics, 

political pressures, or incomplete data and risk underestimating the persistence of certain 

core traditions or identities that resist entanglement and transformation. However, in 

research in a region such as Southeastern Europe, it is important to apply an approach 

that goes beyond this duality in order to develop different perspectives. 

Various Conceptions on East-West Distinctions 

Understanding the East-West divide is fundamental to comprehend the broader dynamics 

of regional identity, cultural interaction, and geopolitical relations, particularly within 

Southeastern Europe. This distinction has historically served as a pivotal framework for 

interpreting global and regional narratives, shaping perceptions of cultural superiority, 

ideological conflict, and historical legacy. However, as this article explores through a 

posthumanist and material-discursive lens, the binary conception of East versus West is 

increasingly challenged for oversimplifying complex realities. Examining the various 

4



 

 

approaches to conceptualizing this distinction reveals the limitations of rigid binaries and 

underscores the necessity of adopting more nuanced, relational frameworks. This 

discussion is crucial because it not only informs our understanding of regional musical 

and cultural practices but also highlights the broader implications of binary thinking in 

shaping political discourses, identities, and histories. By critically engaging with these 

diverse conceptions, the article advocates for a move beyond essentialist oppositions 

toward a recognition of the entangled, multifaceted nature of Southeastern Europe’s 

cultural landscape. 

The East-West distinction, as a binary opposition, has long served as a framework for 

understanding global and regional dynamics, yet its simplicity often obscures the complex 

interplay of cultural, historical, political, economic, and sociological factors. This section 

explores various approaches to the East-West divide, drawing on the theoretical 

contributions of Samuel P. Huntington, Edward Said, Benedict Anderson, Immanuel 

Wallerstein, Arjun Appadurai, and Max Weber. Each perspective offers unique insights 

into the multifaceted nature of this distinction, while also revealing its limitations and the 

need for more nuanced, multidimensional frameworks. 

Geographically, the East-West distinction is often delineated along longitudinal lines, such 

as the Prime Meridian (0° longitude) and the 180th meridian, which divide the Eastern 

and Western Hemispheres. This approach provides a basic spatial framework but fails to 

capture the cultural and historical complexities of regions like Southeastern Europe, 

which straddle these boundaries. Historically, the divide traces back to the schism 

between the Eastern and Western Roman Empires and their respective churches, which 

fostered enduring cultural differences. These historical divisions laid the groundwork for 

distinct religious and cultural identities, with the Orthodox East and Catholic/Protestant 

West shaping regional narratives. However, such categorizations risk oversimplifying the 

fluid interactions and hybridities that characterize these regions. 

Politically, the East-West distinction gained prominence during the Cold War, with the 

NATO allies representing the ‘West’ and the Eastern Bloc embodying the ‘East’. This 

ideological divide framed global politics in terms of capitalism versus communism, 

reinforcing binary oppositions that persist in contemporary discourse. While this 

perspective highlights geopolitical tensions, it often ignores internal diversity within 

these blocs and the shifting alliances in a post-Cold War world. The emergence of terms 
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like ‘global North’ and ‘global South’ reflects an attempt to reframe these distinctions, 

focusing on economic disparities rather than strict ideological or geographical lines. Yet, 

these newer terms still risk perpetuating binary thinking, underscoring the need for more 

nuanced frameworks. 

Economically, the East-West divide is often characterized by disparities in income, 

infrastructure, living standards, and access to technology. Western nations, typically 

categorized as ‘core’ in global economic systems, dominate trade and innovation, while 

Eastern nations are frequently positioned as ‘peripheral’, exploited for resources and 

labor. This core-periphery dynamic, as articulated by Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-

systems theory, highlights the structural inequalities embedded in global capitalism 

(Wallerstein, 2011; Agnew 2021). Wallerstein critiques Eurocentric narratives that 

privilege Western progress, arguing that the capitalist world-system marginalizes non-

Western societies. However, his framework is limited by its heavy focus on economic 

factors, often neglecting cultural and social dimensions that shape East-West interactions 

(Lee, 2010). 

Samuel P. Huntington’s clash of civilizations thesis offers a cultural lens, positing that 

post-Cold War conflicts are driven by cultural differences rather than ideological or 

economic ones. He identifies eight major civilizations, with the East-West divide serving 

as a critical fault line between Western (Europe and North America) and non-Western 

civilizations, such as Islamic, Sinic, and Orthodox (Huntington, 1996). While influential, 

Huntington’s framework is criticized for its Eurocentrism and oversimplification of 

cultural identities, as noted by Edward Said (2001). Said argues that such rigid 

classifications reinforce stereotypes and ignore cultural interdependence, calling for a 

more dynamic understanding of global interactions. 

Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism further complicates the cultural narrative of the 

East-West distinction. In Orientalism (1977), Said critiques the Western construction of 

the ‘Orient’ as exotic and inferior, arguing that such representations justify colonial 

dominance. His work highlights how Western scholars, artists, and politicians have 

historically shaped perceptions of Eastern societies, particularly in Asia, North Africa, and 

the Middle East. However, Said’s analysis is not without critique; some argue it 

oversimplifies East-West relations and underestimates the agency of Eastern societies. 

Together, Huntington and Said underscore the power of cultural narratives in shaping the 
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East-West divide, yet their approaches reveal the challenges of moving beyond binary 

frameworks. 

Benedict Anderson’s concept of ‘imagined communities’ provides a lens for 

understanding how nationalism shapes East-West distinctions (Anderson, 1991). 

Anderson argues that nations are socially constructed through shared narratives and 

symbols, with Western nationalism often tied to colonial expansion and Eastern 

nationalism linked to anti-colonial struggles. This framework highlights the flexibility of 

national identities, which can challenge rigid East-West boundaries. However, critics note 

that Anderson’s theory may reflect Eurocentric biases and overlook local contexts, 

limiting its applicability to diverse regions (Harnita et al., 2019). His work emphasizes the 

need to reimagine national identities in ways that transcend binary oppositions. 

Arjun Appadurai’s theory of global cultural flows offers a dynamic perspective on East-

West interactions, emphasizing the role of ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, 

financescapes, and ideoscapes (Appadurai, 1990). These ‘scapes’ illustrate the fluid, 

multidirectional exchange of cultures, technologies, and ideas, challenging the notion of 

globalization as mere Westernization. Appadurai’s framework highlights the hybridity 

and negotiation inherent in East-West cultural interactions, particularly in regions like 

Southeastern Europe, where musical traditions blend diverse influences. However, his 

approach is critiqued for insufficiently addressing power imbalances and historical 

inequalities that continue to shape global cultural landscapes. 

Max Weber’s comparative sociology provides another perspective, focusing on cultural 

and societal differences between Western and non-Western societies. Through his 

concept of ‘rationalization’, Weber (2009) argues that Western societies developed 

capitalism and bureaucratic structures due to rational, systematic thinking, while non-

Western societies, characterized by emotional and traditional values, lagged in these 

areas (Weber, 1978). His ideal-type methodology contrasts Western and Eastern 

societies, particularly in terms of religion and cultural values, with implications for 

understanding musical traditions. For instance, Weber’s framework might frame Western 

music as structured and rational, contrasted with the emotive qualities of Eastern music. 

However, his approach is critiqued for perpetuating Eurocentric stereotypes and 

oversimplifying non-Western societies, highlighting the need for more inclusive analyses. 
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The various approaches to the East-West distinction—geographical, historical, political, 

economic, cultural, and sociological—demonstrate its complexity and the limitations of 

binary thinking. While Huntington’s civilizational thesis and Wallerstein’s world-systems 

theory highlight structural and cultural divides, they risk reinforcing Eurocentric biases. 

Said and Appadurai offer critical interventions, emphasizing cultural interdependence 

and the fluidity of global interactions, yet their frameworks may overlook specific local 

contexts or power dynamics. Anderson’s imagined communities and Weber’s 

comparative sociology underscore the constructed nature of identities and societal 

differences, but both face critiques for Eurocentrism and oversimplification. Collectively, 

these perspectives reveal that the East-West distinction is not a fixed or monolithic binary 

but a dynamic, multifaceted construct shaped by historical, cultural, and economic forces. 

In the context of Southeastern Europe, these approaches illuminate the region’s role as a 

cultural crossroads (Stojkova Serafimovska, 2008) where musical traditions reflect the 

entanglement of human and non-human agencies. By moving beyond binary oppositions 

and embracing non-centric frameworks, such as those informed by intersectionality and 

agential realism, scholars can better understand the fluid, hybrid nature of these 

traditions. This analysis sets the stage for a deeper exploration of Southeastern European 

musical cultures, challenging essentialist categorizations and celebrating the region’s 

transcultural richness.  

In this light, moving beyond binary East-West frameworks necessitates a critical 

engagement with the centric and non-centric philosophical paradigms that underpin 

scholarly approaches in musicology, music theory, music history, and ethnomusicology. 

Centric and Non-centric Approaches 

The distinction between centric and non-centric approaches is central to understanding 

how scholarly frameworks shape the study of music and cultural history. Centric 

perspectives often privilege certain traditions, such as Western art music, positioning 

them as universal or normative, thereby marginalizing diverse musical practices and 

histories. Conversely, non-centric approaches challenge these hierarchies by emphasizing 

multiplicity, fluidity, and the interconnectedness of musical expressions across cultural 

boundaries. Engaging with this dichotomy is vital for the article’s broader aim of 

critiquing reductive binaries and advocating for more inclusive, relational frameworks. 

By examining these contrasting paradigms, the discussion underscores the importance of 
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moving away from dominant, Eurocentric models and toward approaches that recognize 

the dynamic complexity of Southeastern Europe’s musical, cultural, and historical 

landscapes. This conversation lays the groundwork for developing nuanced 

methodologies that better reflect the region’s hybridity and interconnectedness, 

enriching our understanding of global cultural processes. 

The philosophical approaches may be categorized as geocentric, heliocentric, 

ethnocentric, Eurocentric, human-centric, ecocentric and non or multi-centric way of 

thinking. The geocentric approach in musicology uses the metaphor of the Earth-centered 

universe to describe traditional paradigms where specific musical traditions, theories, or 

figures are positioned at the center of study, with others orbiting peripherally. 

Historically, this perspective privileges European art music, theoretical constructs like 

functional harmony and classical forms, the 12TET system, for instance, originated in 

early 18th century Europe as polyphony evolved from horizontal to vertical structures, 

yet has been exported globally and treated as a superior tuning system despite being just 

one possibility among many (Vali, 2022). The ‘great man’ narrative of music history—

focusing on figures like Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and other European male composers—

creates a center around which all other musical developments are positioned as 

peripheral. This approach not only marginalizes non-Western musical traditions but also 

obscures the contributions of women, people of color, and those working outside 

dominant traditions even within Western music. It reflects a view that certain musical 

paradigms are natural or universally applicable, leading to the marginalization of diverse 

musical expressions and histories.  

The heliocentric approach in musicology represents a paradigm shift that decentered 

traditional Western-centric perspectives, similar to how the Sun-centered model 

revolutionized astronomy by Copernicus. It emphasizes the multiplicity and diversity of 

musical traditions worldwide by recognizing non-Western practices, indigenous music, 

and marginalized voices as valid and central in their own contexts. This approach 

challenges the notion of a universal musical canon, instead advocating for comparative 

and intercultural understandings that appreciate the complexity and richness of global 

musical phenomena. It fosters more inclusive, pluralistic frameworks that move beyond 

Western dominance, encouraging scholars to explore a broader spectrum of musical 

expressions without privileging any single tradition as the normative standard. 
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Ethnocentric methodologies in musicology prioritize the musical values and aesthetics of 

a specific cultural group, often leading to biased evaluations of other musical traditions. 

These approaches typically exhibit characteristics such as cultural hierarchy, where 

certain musical practices are deemed superior, and claims of universality, which 

disregard the unique contexts of diverse musical expressions. Additionally, they 

frequently neglect the cultural, social, and historical contexts of music, resulting in 

inappropriate comparisons and reinforcing cultural biases. Historically, such 

perspectives were prevalent in early comparative musicology, but the emergence of 

ethnomusicology in the mid-20th century signaled a significant shift towards culturally 

relative approaches that emphasize the importance of context in understanding musical 

practices. 

One of the ethnocentric approaches prioritizing specific cultural perspectives, often 

leading to biased interpretations of music is the Eurocentric approach in musicology 

centers European musical traditions as the primary and most advanced form of music, 

often positioning them as universal standards. This perspective has historically produced 

detailed analytical tools and a canonical repertoire focused on Western art music, 

particularly from the 17th to 20th centuries. However, it marginalizes non-Western 

musical practices, imposes Western categories onto diverse traditions, and reinforces 

colonial narratives of cultural superiority. Critics argue that Eurocentrism tends to 

undervalue or distort the richness of global musical diversity, perpetuate hierarchical 

valuations, and limit understanding by treating Western music as the normative model. 

Human-centered approaches in musicology emphasize music as a manifestation of human 

expression and interaction, aligning with the notion that “music is humanly organized 

sound” (Blacking, 1974: 10). These approaches emphasize individuals’ emotional, 

cognitive, and cultural experiences, analyzing music through biographical, psychological, 

and social frameworks. While they provide valuable insights into how music functions in 

human life—highlighting creativity, identity, and social interaction—they can also limit 

understanding by marginalizing non-human factors and reinforcing the idea that music’s 

primary purpose is human communication. This anthropocentric focus tends to overlook 

the broader ecological, material, and non-human agency involved in musical phenomena. 

Ecocentric approaches to music prioritize the relationship between music and the natural 

environment, emphasizing ecological systems, soundscapes, and environmental contexts. 
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(Schafer 1977; Feld 1990; Pedelty 2012; Allen 2013). These perspectives challenge the 

human-centered view by recognizing music’s role in expressing and responding to 

ecological realities, fostering environmental awareness, and promoting sustainability. 

They often involve studying soundscapes, incorporating environmental sounds into 

compositions, and developing site-specific works that reflect specific landscapes or 

ecosystems. While they deepen understanding of music’s ecological embeddedness and 

aim to address environmental concerns, ecocentric approaches must be cautious to avoid 

romanticizing ‘natural’ sounds or exoticizing indigenous practices. Overall, they 

reposition music as a practice interconnected with and responsive to the more-than-

human world. 

Noncentric, multicentric approaches, including posthumanism and New Materialism, 

decenter traditional human-centric perspectives in musicology. These frameworks 

emphasize distributed agency among human, non-human, technological, and 

environmental actors, transcending “musicking” (Small, 1998) and “Art Worlds” (Becker, 

1982).  Posthumanist approaches, challenging hierarchical distinctions such as culture 

versus nature or mind versus matter, explore how music involves complex networks of 

human and non-human interactions, drawing on thinkers like Donna Haraway (1991) and 

Bruno Latour (1993), to acknowledge the active role of non-human entities in musical 

creation, performance, and experience, by criticizing the Cartesian approach. Similarly, 

New Materialism emphasizes the agency of matter—objects, technologies, and 

environments—as active participants shaping musical processes. Both approaches 

advocate for more inclusive, pluralistic understandings of music that recognize multiple 

centers of agency and meaning, moving beyond traditional, anthropocentric paradigms. 

The Human and Non-Human Agencies 

The posthumanist and new materialist frameworks articulated herein particularly 

underscore the notion that these agencies do not function in solitary contexts but rather 

coalesce into intricate assemblages in which agency is disseminated across networks 

comprising both human and non-human actors. The phenomenon of music ecology arises 

from these fluid interactions rather than being dictated by any singular agent or 

determinant. 

Human agencies encompass musicians, composers, performers and audiences who 

engage in the creation and interpretation of music, drawing upon cultural, historical, and 
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personal contexts to generate their artistic outputs. Performers, through their 

interpretative efforts, imbue layers of meaning, emotional depth, and variability, thereby 

rendering each performance a singular occurrence. They engage in collaboration with 

audiences and non-human agencies like instruments, technologies, and adapt to specific 

acoustic environments and cultural anticipations. Folk musicians and community 

performers who uphold traditional practices, exemplified by Bulgarian choral singers 

utilizing distinctive vocal methodologies or Romanian lăutari (professional Roma 

musicians). Contemporary fusion artists who amalgamate traditional components with 

global musical genres (e.g., Goran Bregović, Taraf de Haïdouks). 

Music educators and institutions that facilitate the transmission of musical knowledge, 

skills, and traditions across generations, thereby preserving and evolving cultural 

practices. ‘Formal’ educational establishments and conservatories, and so-called 

‘informal transmission methods’ influence the methodologies through which music is 

acquired and esteemed. They negotiate between tradition and innovation, determining 

which practices warrant emphasis. Religious institutions, for example Orthodox churches 

or Tekke-s of Muslim sects, that uphold Byzantine chant traditions and liturgical music 

can also be considered as education institutions. 

Scholars and critics who engage in the analysis, contextualization, and evaluation of 

music, thereby shaping its historical and cultural importance. They establish frameworks 

(e.g., genre classifications) that affect the perception and valuation of music. They interact 

with non-human agencies like musical works, historical archives, and cultural narratives, 

frequently employing digital platforms to disseminate their scholarly analyses. 

Cultural gatekeepers (archives, publishers, record labels, concert programmers) who 

ascertain the music that reaches audiences, curating the production, promotion, and 

performance of musical works. They function as filters, amplifying select voices while 

sidelining others. Their interactions with musicians, audiences, and technologies (e.g., 

streaming platforms) are noteworthy. Their determinations are influenced by economic 

structures, cultural trends, and algorithmic suggestions, as exemplified by entities such as 

Yugotone. The audiovisual media are integral to understanding the ongoing processes of 

identity construction, representation, and political contestation in Southeastern Europe, 

functioning both as mirrors and active agents of societal change (Pistrick, Nicola, Gretel 

2011). The influence of the Ottoman Empire as well the Austria-Hungarian Empire on 
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musical modalities, rhythmic structures, and instrumental practices is profound. The 

socio-economic transformations occurring in post-socialist contexts are significantly 

impacting the transmission of traditional musical forms. Furthermore, the cultural 

policies and financial support provided by the European Union are critically influencing 

efforts aimed at preserving musical heritage. 

The music instruments along with the music recording and publishing technologies, 

geography and physical environment are important non-human agencies. Musical 

instruments are not passive tools awaiting human manipulation but active agents that 

shape musical practices, aesthetics, and cultural identities. They are enabling auditory 

and performative transformations, shaping the expression styles, and facilitating the 

transmission of musical and poetic knowledge, as Çalışkan (2024) argues. From a New 

Materialist perspective, instruments possess their own forms of agency that intra-act with 

human performers, audiences, spaces, and other non-human elements to co-produce 

musical realities. 

The physical properties of instruments—their materials, construction, acoustic qualities, 

and ergonomic constraints—actively shape what is musically possible and desirable. For 

example, the distinctive timbre of the kaval (end-blown flute) found throughout the 

Balkans creates specific affective responses and sonic possibilities that influence 

compositional choices and performance practices. The instrument’s limited dynamic 

range and microtonal capabilities have co-produced specific melodic ornamentations and 

playing techniques that characterize regional styles. 

Instruments also carry historical and cultural memories that actively participate in 

musical meaning-making. The gusle, a single-stringed bowed instrument, used to 

accompany epic poetry in Albania, Montenegro, Serbia, and parts of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, is not merely a sound-producing device but an active participant in the 

preservation and transformation of oral epic traditions. Its distinctive resonance and 

limited melodic range have co-shaped the rhythmic and melodic patterns of epic 

recitation, creating a symbiotic relationship between instrument, performer, and poetic 

form. 

The tambura family of long-necked lutes, found in various forms throughout Southeastern 

Europe, demonstrates how instruments actively participate in processes of cultural 
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negotiation and identity formation. Originally derived from Turkish and Persian 

ancestors (like the saz and tanbur), these instruments underwent significant 

transformations as they moved through different cultural contexts (Talam, 2014). In 

Croatia, for instance, the tambura was deliberately reconfigured in the 19th century to 

create orchestral ensembles that could perform Western classical music, becoming a 

symbol of both national distinctiveness and European cultural belonging. The 

instrument’s material evolution—changes in construction, tuning systems, and playing 

techniques—was not simply imposed by human design but emerged through complex 

intra-actions between cultural aspirations, available materials, acoustic principles, and 

existing musical practices. 

Cross-cultural instrument adaptations reveal particularly rich sites of intra-action. The 

accordion, originally developed in Western Europe in the early 19th century (Harrington 

and Kubik, 2001), was rapidly adopted and transformed throughout Southeastern 

Europe, becoming integral to numerous regional traditions. Rather than simply being 

‘adopted’, the accordion intra-acted with existing musical practices, transforming them 

while being transformed itself. In Serbia and Romania, for example, the accordion’s 

technical capabilities facilitated new virtuosic performance styles that would have been 

impossible on traditional instruments, while simultaneously being modified (through 

tuning, registration choices, and playing techniques) to accommodate microtonal 

inflections and rhythmic nuances characteristic of local traditions. Another example 

would be the use of vocals in sevdalinkas which changed dramatically when the accordion 

started playing this genre. 

The agency of instruments is also evident in how they resist certain uses while enabling 

others. The complex asymmetrical meters (7/8, 9/8, 11/16, etc.) characteristic of much 

Southeastern European music developed through intra-actions between human dancers, 

rhythmic patterns, and the specific affordances of regional percussion instruments like 

the tapan (large double-headed drum). The physical properties of these instruments—

their size, the tension of their membranes, the techniques required to play them—actively 

participated in the emergence and stabilization of these distinctive rhythmic structures. 

The posthumanist and new materialist frameworks elaborated upon in this discourse 

particularly highlight that these agencies do not function in isolation; rather, they 

constitute intricate assemblages wherein agency is diffused throughout networks 
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comprising both human and non-human actors. The ecology of music arises from these 

fluid interactions, rather than being dictated by any singular agent or determinant. 

Some States of Intra-Actions 

The coexistence of different ethnic and religious communities in Southeastern Europe 

over centuries has played a fundamental role in the development of musical traditions. 

However, this state of living together is not simply different groups sharing the same 

space but a complex network of intra-actions embedded in the fabric of daily life. 

Musicians have been important mediators of these intra-actions. Romani musicians, in 

particular, have played a unique role in shaping the region’s musical culture. Romani 

musicians should be seen not merely as ‘intermediaries’ between different musical 

traditions but as agents actively creating new musical forms and practices. For example, 

in the Balkan brass band tradition, Romani musicians combined Ottoman military music 

traditions with European band music to create distinctive musical expressions that are 

neither entirely Eastern nor Western. The mobility and adaptability of Romani musicians 

have made them not just ‘carriers’ between different musical worlds but active 

‘transformers.’ When a Romani musician performs at a Serbian wedding, a Romanian 

festival, or a Turkish café, it involves intra-actions that create new musical realities in each 

performance context, beyond simple changes in repertoire. 

Another state is major migration movements and mobilities witnessed by Southeastern 

Europe throughout history. These migrations are not simply the movement of people 

from one place to another but processes involving complex intra-actions of musical 

traditions, instruments, and performance practices. 

The expansion and contraction of the Ottoman Empire, the policies of the Habsburg 

Empire, wars and political changes in the 20th century – all these historical processes 

have affected human mobility and created new musical intra-actions. For example, 

Turkish communities migrating from the Ottoman Empire to Balkan countries in the 19th 

century brought their musical traditions, but these traditions transformed through intra-

action with local music practices. 

Similarly, migrations following the dissolution of Yugoslavia led to the formation of 

diaspora communities and the reinterpretation of musical practices in new contexts. In 

this process, music became not just an expression of cultural identity but also a field 
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where new forms of identity and belonging were actively produced (Dumnić Vilotijević, 

2023). For example, Leylim Ley was composed by Zülfü Livaneli in 1975 (URL 1), being 

interpreted in different languages (URL 2), and performed by artists such as İbrahim 

Tatlıses (a Kurdish singer from Türkiye) interpreted in a different musical genre (URL 3) 

and Muharem Serbezovski (a Roma singer from Skopje) with a new title Sine Moj (URL 4), 

in Serbo-Croatian language. Mavi Mavi by İbrahim Tatlıses (1985) (URL 5), was also 

interpreted by Muharrem Serbezovski as Plavo, Plavo (URL 6). Furthermore, both pieces, 

Sine Moj and Plavo, Plavo, accompany the kolo dances performed by the Bosniak people 

living in Türkiye.  

In Southeastern Europe, intermarriages have provided one more important state for the 

intra-action of musical traditions. These marriages are not just the union of two 

individuals but the encounter and intertwining of different musical worlds, repertoires, 

and aesthetic understandings. Children born from intermarriages are often exposed to 

multiple musical traditions and become active interpreters of these traditions. For 

example, composer Goran Bregović, born in Sarajevo to a Croatian father and Serbian 

mother, combines Romani brass bands, Bulgarian polyphonic singing, and contemporary 

rock elements in his music, creating new musical expressions from the intra-action of 

these different traditions. Intermarriages also create new performance contexts and 

repertoire combinations by bringing together different musical traditions at significant 

life events such as weddings. Such events are moments where musical intra-action 

intensifies and new practices emerge. 

The political map of Southeastern Europe, as non-human agent, has undergone dramatic 

changes over centuries. The rise and fall of empires, the formation of nation-states, the 

redrawing of borders – all these processes have played active roles in shaping musical 

culture. Administrative borders are not simply lines that define areas where musical 

practices take place but agents that actively shape how these practices are categorized, 

evaluated, and supported. For example, the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the 

emergence of Balkan nation-states led to the redefinition of musical practices previously 

categorized as ‘Ottoman’ or ‘Eastern’ and their association with national identities. 

More recent political changes, such as the dissolution of Yugoslavia, have created new 

intra-actions in the association of musical practices with national identities. Musical forms 

previously defined as ‘Yugoslav’ have been reinterpreted and claimed in new national 
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contexts. As Hofman (2016; 2025) argues the partisan songs transformed from state-

sanctioned symbols of unity into suppressed artifacts, and have now been radically 

repurposed as embodied tools of protest and alternative solidarity, critiquing the present 

by selectively reclaiming and re-signifying elements of the past, in a non-linear 

temporality. Their power lies in their affective resonance and ability to forge new 

collective identities outside official narratives. 

Public spaces such as squares, markets, coffeehouses, concert halls, and festivals are 

important sites where musical intra-action intensifies. These spaces are not simply 

passive stages where musical performances take place but agents that actively influence 

how these performances are shaped and experienced. For example, coffeehouses during 

the Ottoman period were important venues where different musical traditions met and 

entered into intra-action. Similarly, festivals today provide important contexts for the 

encounter of different musical worlds and the emergence of new intra-actions. The 

acoustics, architecture, and atmosphere of public spaces affect how musical performances 

are shaped and experienced. A performance in a village square, a concert hall, or a digital 

platform creates different musical realities through intra-action with the characteristics 

of these different spaces. 

The musical culture of Southeastern Europe should be understood not in terms of the 

human and non-human agents discussed above acting separately, but within a complex 

and constantly changing network of intra-actions. These agents do not exist and act 

independently of each other; rather, they produce musical realities together and 

reciprocally. 

Tracing Intra-Actions: A Collaborative Methodology 

Approaching the musical history of Southeastern Europe through the lens of intra-active 

production and entangled memory offers a powerful alternative to conventional 

historiographical models in ethnomusicology. This framework moves beyond linear, 

human-centered narratives by focusing on the intra-active relationships among people, 

sounds, technologies, environments, and institutions. It encourages scholars to 

reconceptualize music not as a static cultural product but as an emergent phenomenon 

shaped by dynamic, multispecies, and material-discursive entanglements. 

For example, sevdalinka, a musical tradition rooted in Southeastern Europe, emerges 
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through a dynamic interplay of human and non-human agencies, shaped by complex 

socio-historical and material conditions. Human agents such as shared musicianship in 

multi-ethnic urban centers like Sarajevo, patterns of migration, and interethnic romantic 

relationships have contributed to the formation of its lyrical and melodic characteristics. 

These practices reflect broader processes of coexistence and cultural entanglement 

among Muslims, Christians, and Jews, particularly during the Ottoman and Yugoslav 

periods (Karača-Beljak and Talam, 2009). The mobility of Ottoman cultural forms 

throughout the Balkans and the occurrence of intermarriages further facilitated the 

hybridization and transmission of musical styles across ethnic and linguistic lines. 

Non-human agents have also significantly influenced the development of sevdalinka. 

Instruments such as the saz and accordion, alongside later Western additions, shaped the 

sonic palette of the genre, while recording technologies and radio broadcasting under 

Yugoslav socialism played a crucial role in its dissemination and popularization. Urban 

geography and the material settings of performance informed both the content and form 

of sevdalinka, as did shifts in administrative borders—from the Ottoman Empire to 

Austro-Hungarian rule, and eventually to modern nation-states—which altered the 

cultural significance and circulation of the genre. Viewed through the lens of Karen 

Barad’s concept of intra-action, sevdalinka is not a static tradition2 but a becoming—

emerging through the entangled relationalities of human histories, political 

transformations, and material-discursive practices (Petrović, 2024).  

Kolo, a traditional circle dance practiced across Southeastern Europe, exemplifies a form 

of embodied cultural expression shaped by both human and non-human agencies. Human 

agents such as ethnically diverse communities—including Serbs, Croats, Bosniaks, and 

 

2 The distinction between ‘static’ and ‘non-static’ traditions is not intended to imply a hierarchy of value but 
to illuminate differing relationships between continuity and change in musical practice. A ‘static’ tradition 
may emphasize the preservation of form, repertoire, or ritual context over innovation, while a ‘non-static’ 
tradition remains constitutively open to transformation through social, technological, and ecological intra-
actions (Barad, 2007). The Japanese Gagaku court tradition, for instance, exemplifies a relatively static 
model—its aesthetic and performative parameters have remained highly codified for centuries, preserving 
continuity across time and institutional structures. By contrast, many folk or urban musical practices in 
Trans-Balkan contexts operate as non-static ecologies, where musical forms, instruments, and performative 
meanings are continually reconfigured through migration, mediation, and multispecies entanglement. This 
framing aligns with Barad’s posthumanist notion that stability itself is an effect of ongoing material-
discursive intra-actions, rather than an inherent state. 
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Roma—have historically shared and sustained this practice, often through collective 

participation in weddings, festivals, and other communal events (Nikolić, 2023; 

Ranisavljević, 2023; Özbilgin, 2023; Kurtişoğlu, 2012).  The mobility of populations, both 

within the Balkans and across diasporas, has further contributed to the circulation and 

adaptation of kolo, allowing it to traverse cultural boundaries while retaining its core 

social function as a communal ritual.  Non-human agents have also played a vital role in 

the evolution of kolo. The dance is shaped by the geography of its performance settings, 

ranging from rural village squares to mountainous terrains and urban public spaces. The 

transformation of administrative borders, particularly following the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia, has led to the nationalization and recontextualization of kolo within different 

state narratives (Rakočević and Ranisavljević, 2019). These material and spatial 

conditions co-constitute the dance’s meaning and form. Viewed through the framework 

of intra-action, kolo is not merely choreography but a dynamic, non-hierarchical mode of 

social organization that materializes through the circular movement of bodies, the 

resonance of place, and the activation of collective memory—forming a cultural 

continuity that transcends fixed identities and political borders. 

Balkan brass band traditions represent a dynamic synthesis of military legacy and 

vernacular creativity, shaped by the interwoven actions of diverse human and non-human 

agents. Roma musicians, in particular, have played a central role in recontextualizing 

military brass repertoires—originally associated with Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, and 

later European armies—into folk and celebratory domains. Through processes of 

migration and regional exchange, these traditions have circulated widely across 

Southeastern Europe and diasporic communities, reflecting complex histories of cultural 

contact and adaptation. The presence of Roma performers in multiple ethnic and national 

contexts underscores the role of shared musicianship in sustaining and diversifying brass 

music practices. 

Non-human agents such as the instruments themselves—repurposed trumpets, tubas, 

and drums—have been transformed from tools of discipline and command into emblems 

of festivity and communal identity. The proliferation of brass music through recording 

technologies, especially festival tapes and cassettes, has further extended its reach and 

embedded it in popular consciousness. Additionally, shifting administrative borders and 

regimes have influenced the meanings attributed to brass music, allowing it to serve 
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varying cultural and political purposes over time. Public performances at weddings, street 

parades, and festivals like Guča offer key sites of intra-action, where sound, space, 

memory, and movement converge. From this perspective, Balkan brass is not a static 

cultural form but a hybrid phenomenon, emerging through the entangled material-

discursive relations of military history, Romani agency, and embodied celebration. 

Klezmer music in the Balkans represents a deeply entangled cultural form shaped by 

shared human histories, diasporic movement, and material conditions. Jewish 

communities developed klezmer in close interaction with Slavic and Romani musicians, 

often within multi-ethnic urban environments (Feldman, 2020). These collaborations, 

facilitated by patterns of cohabitation and cultural intermarriage, fostered a hybrid 

musical language that reflects mutual influence across ethnic and religious boundaries. 

The diasporic trajectories of Jewish populations further contributed to the dispersal and 

adaptation of klezmer, embedding it within broader transnational currents of migration 

and memory. 

Non-human agents have been equally formative in the emergence and evolution of 

klezmer. Characteristic instruments such as the clarinet, violin, and tsimbl (cimbalom) 

have defined its sonic texture, while early recording technologies played a crucial role in 

preserving klezmer traditions amid historical ruptures, including the Holocaust and 

subsequent displacements. Shifting political borders and the devastation of Jewish life in 

Southeastern Europe profoundly altered klezmer’s presence and meaning in the region. 

Through the lens of intra-action, klezmer is not simply a musical tradition but a living 

archive of entangled geographies, historical traumas, and relational aesthetics—emerging 

from and continually shaped by its material and social environment. 

Within this paradigm, historical agency is no longer attributed solely to individual 

composers or culturally bounded traditions. Instead, it emerges through intra-actions 

between human and non-human actors. For instance, rather than viewing Ottoman 

musical influence on Balkan traditions as a unidirectional flow, this perspective enables 

an exploration of how musical elements evolved across porous cultural boundaries, giving 

rise to hybrid forms that cannot be neatly categorized as either ‘Ottoman’ or ‘Balkan’, but 

rather as co-produced through their entanglement. 

This approach also rethinks the sources of historical knowledge. Traditional music 
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historiography tends to privilege written documents and archival records, often 

neglecting the embodied, performative, and affective dimensions of memory that circulate 

through oral traditions and communal practices. Entangled memory foregrounds these 

dimensions, emphasizing how musical knowledge and historical consciousness are 

sustained through lived experience. The sevdalinka tradition in Bosnia, for example, 

encapsulates memories of Ottoman urban aesthetics, Slavic vernacular culture, and 

interfaith coexistence—layers of meaning that defy separation into discrete historical 

threads. 

Materiality plays a central role in this analysis. Instruments, recording technologies, and 

performance spaces are not merely passive containers of sound but active agents in 

shaping musical meaning. The Bulgarian gaida (bagpipe), for instance, bears the imprints 

of pastoral life, nationalist revival, and socialist-era cultural policy—historical forces that 

have materially reshaped the instrument’s form, function, and sonic identity. An 

ethnomusicology informed by intra-action considers how such material-discursive 

entanglements co-produce what we come to recognize as tradition. 

This perspective also challenges the foundations of nationalist music historiography. 

Claims to musical forms as exclusive expressions of national identity obscure the 

centuries of migration, exchange, and shared experience that have historically shaped 

Southeastern European soundscapes. Dance forms claimed by Romania, Serbia, and 

Bulgaria, for instance, gain new meaning when understood as products of regional 

interconnectivity rather than as culturally bounded artifacts. Intra-active analysis offers 

a more historically faithful account of these practices by foregrounding the flows, 

frictions, and fusions that have long characterized the region. 

Methodologically, this framework aligns with collaborative ethnographic practices that 

engage musicians, community members, and researchers as co-producers of knowledge. 

It encourages the study of recording technologies not merely as archival tools but as active 

participants in shaping musical history. It also demands attention to the ways political 

borders, language regimes, and institutional frameworks have attempted—often 

forcibly—to disentangle complex musical networks into legible, nationalized forms. 

Case studies illustrate the versatility of this approach. In post-Ottoman urban centers such 

as Sarajevo, Thessaloniki, and Belgrade, musical practices evolved through the intra-
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action of diverse religious and ethnic communities, producing sonic textures that resist 

singular identification. During the socialist period, state interventions in folklore and 

cultural policy generated new musical forms framed as ‘authentic,’ though they were 

themselves the result of entangled negotiations between ideology and local practice. 

Contemporary projects like Mostar Sevdah Reunion’s collaboration with Sephardic 

traditions further highlight how musicians actively draw on entangled histories to create 

new, resonant forms of cultural expression. 

Practically, this approach calls for multi-sited ethnography that traces musical practices 

across contemporary borders, interpretive strategies that read archives as dynamic 

spaces of intra-action rather than static repositories, and collaborative performance 

research that explores how memory and history emerge through sound. Digital tools for 

mapping musical networks can also help visualize the region’s intricate webs of sonic 

interrelation, moving us away from discrete, bounded representations of musical 

heritage. 

Ultimately, an ethnomusicology grounded in intra-action and entanglement resists 

essentialist, binary and any single-centric frameworks. It offers a methodology that 

honors the complexity of Southeastern Europe’s musical past and present—one shaped 

not by purity or isolation, but by continual processes of exchange, adaptation, and co-

creation. 

Conclusion 

This study has demonstrated that traditional binary distinctions—such as the East–West 

divide—and centric paradigms in musicology, including geocentric, ethnocentric, and 

human-centered approaches, are insufficient for capturing the complexities of global and 

regional cultural dynamics, particularly within the musical traditions of Southeastern 

Europe. These frameworks often reduce multifaceted cultural, historical, political, 

economic, and sociological interactions to overly simplistic categories and tend to 

marginalize or exclude non-Western perspectives and underrepresented groups. As such, 

there is a critical need for more nuanced, multidimensional, and non-anthropocentric 

frameworks in music studies—frameworks that can accommodate hybridity, 

relationality, and cultural entanglement. 

In response to these limitations, this article has advanced a material-discursive approach 
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grounded in the concepts of intra-action and entangled memories, drawn from 

posthumanism and New Materialism. These frameworks reconceptualize music as a 

dynamic ecology—a networked process emerging through the intra-active relationships 

of human and non-human actors. In this context, agency is not the exclusive domain of 

human intention but is instead distributed among diverse elements such as musicians, 

institutions, audiences, technologies, acoustic environments, and sociopolitical systems. 

Karen Barad’s notion of intra-action challenges the linearity of traditional historiography 

by proposing that entities do not preexist their relations, while the concept of entangled 

memories highlights how history is embodied not only in texts but also in oral traditions, 

physical artifacts, and collective cultural practices. 

Applying these theoretical tools to the context of Southeastern Europe allows for a more 

inclusive and complex understanding of the region’s musical history—one that resists 

essentialist narratives of cultural purity or national ownership. Rather than viewing 

music history as a linear succession of individual creators or national schools, this 

approach reveals it as a constantly evolving network of intra-actions between tradition 

and innovation, human and non-human agencies, and material and digital technologies. 

The case studies discussed illustrate how regional musical practices are shaped through 

deeply interwoven relationships that defy binary classifications such as East versus West 

or traditional versus modern.  

Reconceptualizing the East–West distinction through the lens of intra-action and 

entanglement thus provides a richer and more dynamic framework for understanding 

regional identities and cultural practices. It emphasizes the fluidity, hybridity, and 

interconnectedness that define Southeastern Europe’s musical landscape and reveals the 

methodological potential of non-centric, process-oriented perspectives. These insights 

not only challenge dominant narratives rooted in nationalism, hierarchy, and essentialism 

but also contribute to broader scholarly conversations about regionality, cultural 

exchange, and postcolonial critique. In this sense, the notion of a Trans-Balkan, 

Borderland, or Translocal Europe offers more than a descriptive geography; it provides 

an epistemological alternative to center–periphery frameworks. Rather than viewing the 

region as a cultural margin or hybrid extension of an imagined ‘West,’ this approach 

emphasizes flows, relational agencies, and intra-actions that continuously remake its 

musical and cultural landscapes. As regional studies such as Akat and Nural’s (2022) work 
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on the Karadeniz Music Archive demonstrate, non-centric and network-based models 

reveal how sound, archive, and performance emerge through dynamic interconnections 

rather than through linear or hierarchical genealogies. Framing Southeastern Europe in 

this way—as a translocal ecology of becoming—opens new methodological possibilities 

for rethinking musical agency, heritage, and epistemic geography beyond fixed borders 

and binary orientations. The musical practices explored in this study reveal the entangled 

dynamics of human and non-human agencies across Southeastern Europe. For instance, 

the circulation of Romani brass band repertoires between Serbia and North Macedonia 

illustrates how melodies and performance techniques travel translocally, reshaping local 

traditions while maintaining recognizable forms. The Kočani Orkestar, a Macedonian 

Romani brass band, exemplifies this translocality with their fusion of Romani music from 

various parts of the Balkans rhythms, creating a vibrant, hybrid musical identity. 

Similarly, cross-border wedding music in the Trans-Balkan region, where clarinet 

improvisations interact with local dance forms, highlight the fluidity of tradition and the 

co-constitution of performers, instruments, and audiences. Even popular music 

exemplifies these dynamics. 

Methodologically, this approach calls for multi-sited ethnography, archival research, site-

specific performance projects, and interdisciplinary collaboration. These tools allow 

scholars to engage with the layered and emergent nature of musical phenomena, tracing 

how sonic, spatial, technological, and sociopolitical elements co-produce cultural 

meaning. Moreover, attention to marginalized communities, underrepresented genres, 

and digital environments enhances the inclusivity and responsiveness of 

ethnomusicological inquiry in a rapidly changing world. 

Ultimately, embracing intra-action and entangled memories as foundational concepts in 

musicological inquiry enables a shift toward more relational, inclusive, and dynamic 

models of analysis. This framework paves the way for a musicology that better reflects 

the lived realities of cultural entanglement and transformation—particularly in 

historically complex and multi-layered regions like Southeastern Europe—while 

fostering a deeper, more globally attuned understanding of music’s role in shaping 

identities and histories. 
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ABSTRACT 

This study aims to explore the Ottoman context of cultural interaction 
between Muslim and non-Muslim subjects of the Empire, who belonged 
to diverse ethnic backgrounds. Such interaction occurred within various 
social and institutional frameworks established by the Ottoman state. 
One key arena was the military system, which, during the classical 
period of Ottoman history, incorporated Christian men into its ranks. In 
the Tanzimat era, this inclusive approach expanded: provincial 
assemblies were formed with non-Muslim representation, military 
service for non-Muslims became mandatory, and Christian men began 
to occupy positions within the imperial bureaucracy. Markets (bazaars) 
also functioned as important spaces of everyday interaction between 
different communities. The culture of the Ottoman court served as a 
model of elite refinement and high culture, attracting composers and 
artists of various backgrounds. Similarly, provincial noble courts 
contributed to regional cultural exchange. Migration further facilitated 
cultural contact. The settlement of groups such as the Yörüks from 
Anatolia, Caucasian refugees, and Sephardic Jews in the Balkans, along 
with the Ottoman practice of deportation and resettlement, created 
additional layers of cultural blending. Religious interaction-including 
the activities of dervishes, shared veneration of saints, and participation 
in pilgrimages-also fostered intercommunal ties. By using Ottoman 
archival sources, the paper also tries to provide insights into the lives of 
provincial musicians in the Balkans. 
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Introduction 

Mutual cultural influences among the various ethnic and confessional groups within the 

Ottoman Empire were a natural and ongoing process. These interactions extended 

beyond the Empire’s borders as well, fostering exchanges with cultures from outside the 

Ottoman realm. A notable example of such cross-cultural interaction is the case of the 17th 

century Polish musician Wojciech Bobowski, known in Latin sources as Albertus 

Bobovius, in Italian as Alberto Bobovio, and in Western literature as Albert Bobowski. 

Captured and brought to the Ottoman capital around the age of thirty, Bobowski 

converted to Islam and adopted the name Ali. Around 1650, he was appointed as a 

musician in the imperial music chamber (Meşkhane) of the Topkapı Palace. There, he 

began transcribing existing Ottoman compositions—including forms such as peşrev, saz 

semai, türkü, beste, and ilahi—into Western musical notation. These transcriptions were 

compiled in his influential work, the Mecmua-yi Saz u Söz (Journal of Instrument and 

Lyrics). At least three of his manuscript collections survive today and serve as invaluable 

sources for the study of Ottoman music history. Writing under the artistic name Ufki 

(meaning “far-sighted”), he is commonly referred to as Ali Ufki (Behar, 1990: 7). Another 

significant contributor to the documentation of Ottoman music is the Moldavian prince 

Dimitrie Cantemir, who was active in the early 18th century and produced one of the most 

systematic notations of Ottoman music of his time. 

Not only the imperial palaces in the Ottoman centre but also the residences and estates of 

provincial elites played a significant role in shaping the musical culture of the Empire. As 

some historians have noted, Ottoman music was not confined to the courtly chambers; it 

was also deeply embedded in the urban fabric as a form of city music (Behar, 2009: 58; 

Demirbaş, 2020). Across the Empire, music was performed and taught in various settings, 

including the homes of ordinary people and public venues. In particular, the dervish 

lodges (tekkes), especially those belonging to the Mevlevi order, cultivated strong musical 

traditions. The renowned composer Dede Efendi, for instance, was a member of a Mevlevi 

order, where he developed and refined his musical talent and knowledge. These dervish 

orders were widely present throughout the Balkans, and the musical traditions of Istanbul 

were often reflected in provincial cities, smaller towns, and even villages—especially 

since many tekkes operated in rural or peripheral areas. Coffeehouses also served as 

important cultural spaces where music was performed, learned, and shared (Behar, 2005: 
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58-61). Religious differences—whether Muslim or Christian—did not necessarily hinder 

participation in musical education or performance. The Orthodox Church, with its deep-

rooted Byzantine musical heritage, was another key contributor to the region’s musical 

landscape. Notably, the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate began supporting the transcription 

of non-religious music in the first half of the 19th century. As a result, we now have a rich 

collection of publications documenting Orthodox Karamanli-Turkish music, which 

represents an important source for the history of Ottoman music (Behar, 2005: 244-268). 

A considerable number of ethnomusicological studies have examined the reciprocal 

musical influences across the Balkans. Particular emphasis can be placed on the joint 

Serbian-Turkish research project led by Abdullah Akat (Istanbul University State 

Conservatory) and Marija Dumnić Vilotijević (Institute of Musicology, SASA).1  

In this paper, I try to examine the broader Ottoman framework and the various channels 

that facilitated cultural interaction among the peoples of the Balkans. At the same time, 

with the help of Ottoman archival documents, I explore the lives and working conditions 

of provincial musicians in Balkan cities, with particular attention to urban centres such as 

 
1 Research Project titled Exploring the Tracks of Balkan Culture: Serbian–Turkish Connections in Music and 
Dance from Ottoman Period until Today (TRackeRS), implemented by the Institute of Musicology SASA and 
Istanbul University State Conservatory within the framework of bilateral cooperation supported by the 
Ministry of Science, Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia and the Scientific 
and Technological Research Council of Türkiye (2022-2025). For the results of this project see the special 
issue of the Journal Konservatoryum / Conservatorium (Istanbul University), Vol. 10 (Suppl.1) (December, 
2023) with following articles: Liz Mellish, Nick Green, Dance and Festivals in Serbian Villages along the 
Romanian Danube Gorge: Contextualizing Selena Rakočević’s Research, pp. 1-13; Katarina Nikolić, The Vocal-
Instrumental Dance Form Gara: Vital Manifestation of Dance Genre Kolo u Tri within the Wedding Ritual in 
Serbia, pp. 14-27; Mehmet Öcal Özbilgin, Traditional Dances of the Serbia Sandžak Region Migrants in 
Türkiye, pp. 28-39; Zdravko Ranisavljević, The Role of Traditional Dances in the Creation of the Bosniak Ethnic 
Identity in Istanbul, pp. 40-45; Marija Dumnić Vilotijević, Urban Folk Music Legacy from Former Yugoslavia 
in Contemporary Istanbul, pp. 46-54; Mehtap Demir Güven, Tradition as a Useful Tool: New Patterns of 
Culture among the Bosniaks in Novi Pazar, pp. 55-64; Ivana Medić, The Cicvarićs as Pioneers of Cultural 
Entrepreneurship in Serbia, pp. 65-75; Nathan Bernacki, Microtiming Analysis of Two Dance-Songs from the 
Pirin-Macedonia Region of Bulgaria, pp. 76-86; F. Belma Oğul, Selena Rakočević’s Contributions to 
Southeastern Europe Dance and Music Studies, pp. 87-94. For some other results from this project, see: 
Abdullah Akat, “The Role and Influence of Roma Musicians on the Turkish-Serbian Musical Interactions in 
Vranje”, International Scientific Symposium - Music and Dance on East–West Axis: Correlations and Mobilities, 
Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Belgrade, Serbia, 4 - 06 Eylül 2023, p. 18; Marija Dumnić Vilotijević, 
“Representations of ‘Turkishness’ in Popular Folk Music in Serbia in the XX Century: Channeling the East in 
a Western Way”, op.cit. p. 22. For other studies, see: A. Islam, S. Leshkova Zelenkovska, M. Demir, Music in 
the Bektashi Order in RN Macedonia: Aspects of Performance, Musicologist, 7(2), (2023), pp. 238-268. Music 
and Dance in Southeastern Europe: Gender, Virtual Communications and Legacies of Empires. Eighth 
Symposium of the ICTMD Study Group on Music and Dance in Southeastern Europe, Eds. A. Akat et al, Istanbul: 
ICTMD Study Group on Music and Dance in Southeastern Europe, 2024. Mehmet Öcal Özbilgin, “Cultural 
policies of the traditional dance heritage of Southeastern Europe after the Ottoman Empire period”, Music 
and Dance in Southeastern Europe, op.cit, pp. 281-287.  
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Skopje. In this way, I hope to contribute to a deeper understanding of the historical roots 

of today’s ethnomusicological cultural commonalities in the region.   

The Ottoman Conquest and Rule in the Balkans as Foundations of Cultural 

Interaction: Migration, Deportation, and Conversion 

The Ottoman conquest and subsequent rule of the Balkans have been perceived and 

interpreted differently across various historiographical traditions (Schmitt, 2016). 

National historiographies, particularly those developed in the context of modern nation-

states, have often portrayed the Ottoman conquest in highly negative terms—

characterizing it as an invasion by ‘barbarian Turks,’ accompanied by mass killings, forced 

migrations, deportations, and a long-standing resistance to the so-called ‘Turkish yoke.’ 

This narrative frequently emphasizes themes of de-Europeanization, orientalization, and 

cultural decline, all of which serve to legitimize the formation of nation-states on former 

Ottoman territory (Schmitt, 2016: 9). In contrast, Ottomanists—especially Turkish 

historians—tend to highlight the Empire’s policies of accommodation (istimalet) and the 

notion of Pax Ottomana (Ottoman peace), emphasizing stability and coexistence. Despite 

these divergent perspectives, one point of consensus remains: there was a significant 

degree of interaction between the Ottoman Turks and Balkan Christians throughout the 

period of conquest and during the centuries of Ottoman rule. 

One notable occasion when musicians and artists from different provinces of the Ottoman 

Empire gathered and performed together was during the grand public celebrations 

organized by the sultans. A prominent example of such an event is the circumcision 

festival of Prince Mehmed in 1582. A year prior to the festivities, Sultan Murad III issued 

a directive to provincial governors—including those of Damascus and Salonica—ordering 

them to send musicians and skilled performers to Istanbul.2 The celebrations, held in June 

and July of 1582, lasted for over a month. Numerous musicians from across the Empire 

took part, contributing to nearly two months of musical performances in the imperial 

capital (see Özkan, 2003).  

One of the most significant historical processes that fostered cultural interaction in the 

Ottoman Empire was the various forms of migration and population movement. These 

 
2 Sûr-ı hümayun için yazılan ahkâmın suretleridir, BOA, A.DVNSMHM.d. 42/164, tarih H.01.05.989 
[3.5.1581] 
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included both voluntary migrations and state-organized deportations (İnalcik, 

1969/1970; Kiel, 2009; Rizaj, 1969; Beldiceanu-Steinherr, 1998; Beldiceanu, 1995). 

National historiographies in the Balkans often emphasize the mass deportations of local 

populations to Anatolia and other parts of the Empire during the initial Ottoman 

conquests. Ottoman sources confirm that forced population transfers were indeed a 

common strategy for consolidating imperial control. For example, during the conquest of 

the western Balkans, thousands of Albanians were relocated to the newly acquired 

province of Trabzon. Following the defeat of the Karamanid principality in central 

Anatolia, a large portion of its population was forcibly transferred to the Balkans. 

Similarly, after the conquest of Istanbul, many people—especially Greeks from the Aegean 

islands—were resettled in the city to aid in its repopulation (Barkan, 1949-50, 1951-52, 

1953-54; Yerasimos, 2019; Lowry, 2003; Hacker, 1992). 

Comparable processes occurred after the conquests of Cairo and Tabriz, when thousands 

of skilled artisans and craftsmen, along with their families, were relocated to Istanbul to 

serve the imperial court and administration. Numerous Turkoman tribes from Anatolia 

were also forcibly resettled in the Balkans (Petkova, 2019). 

In the 19th century, migration patterns shifted significantly with the emergence of nation-

states in the Balkans. In countries such as Greece and Serbia, Muslim populations were 

subjected to massacres, expulsions, or organized deportations (Örenç, 2009; Özkan, 2011; 

Katsikas, 2021; Kotsonis, 2025). These transfers were often formalized through bilateral 

agreements with the Ottoman government (Hacısalihoğlu, 2018). This trend of agreed-

upon forced migration of Muslims continued into the 20th century. As a result, millions of 

Muslims from the Balkans resettled in Anatolia, bringing with them rich traditions of 

music and dance. Conversely, in 1923, the population exchange between Greece and 

Türkiye led to the forced migration of the Christian population of Anatolia—primarily 

Orthodox Greeks—and Muslims from Greece, profoundly influencing the musical and 

cultural landscapes of both regions. 

Another key factor in the formation of a shared musical and cultural tradition in the 

Balkans was the widespread conversion to Islam. Within the Muslim population, ethnic 

and linguistic differences played a relatively minor role in social and cultural divisions. 

Interethnic marriages were common under the umbrella of Sunni Islam, not only in the 
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Balkans but also in Anatolia and the Caucasus. A similar pattern was observed among the 

Orthodox Christian subjects of the Empire—Greeks, Bulgarians, Romanians, Albanians, 

Serbs, and Montenegrins—where intermarriage and shared religious traditions 

contributed to cultural blending. These intra- and interethnic marriages represented one 

of the most direct forms of cultural interaction. Greek-speaking Muslims in Crete, 

Georgian- and Laz-speaking Muslims in the eastern Black Sea region, and the majority of 

Albanians, Bosniaks, Pomaks, and Torbesh in the Balkans were closely connected both to 

each other and to the Turkish Muslim population. As a result, cultural differences were 

more often defined by geography than by ethnicity. Distinctive cultural traits—including 

music and dance traditions—could vary significantly between regions, even between 

valleys, yet within the same locality, people of different ethnic backgrounds often shared 

similar cultural practices. 

For instance, the musical and dance traditions of Turkish Cypriots more closely resemble 

those of their Greek Cypriot neighbours than those of Turks from mainland Anatolia. 

Likewise, the Turks of Macedonia exhibit stronger cultural affinities with Albanian, 

Macedonian/Bulgarian, and Serbian traditions. Nevertheless, there were exceptions, such 

as the Turkish Yörük communities, who maintained a more isolated lifestyle and 

preserved unique cultural features distinct from those of other Muslim groups in the 

region. 

Shared Military Duties of Muslim and Christian Subjects as a Channel of Cultural 

Interaction 

Another crucial context for understanding Christian-Muslim relations during the early 

centuries of Ottoman rule in the Balkans was the Empire’s military and administrative 

organization in the provinces. Both Muslim and non-Muslim (primarily Christian) 

populations were assigned various military and administrative roles. During Ottoman 

military campaigns, Muslim and Christian auxiliary units often spent extended periods—

sometimes several months—together, far from their home regions (İnalcık 1987; 1952; 

Beldiceanu, 1985; Stojanovski, 1974).  

In the early phases of Ottoman expansion, several Christian vassal rulers accompanied the 

Ottoman sultan or chief commanders on military campaigns, contributing their own 

troops. The Sultan’s enemies at this time included both Muslim and non-Muslim dynasties 
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in Anatolia and Southeastern Europe. For instance, the Serbian ruler Stefan Lazarević 

joined his son-in-law, Sultan Bayezid I, in the battle against Timur at Ankara in 1402, 

bringing with him an estimated 15,000 to 20,000 men (Kämpfer, 1979; Kosteneçki, 2008). 

Another notable example is Marko Kraljević, who became an Ottoman vassal and died in 

battle serving the Sultan against the Wallachian ruler at Rovine in 1395. These are among 

the best-known examples of Christian auxiliary troops participating in Ottoman 

campaigns. 

Beyond these prominent cases, numerous Christian groups fought alongside their Muslim 

compatriots and spent considerable time together in military service. While this aspect is 

largely known only to specialists in late medieval or early modern history, it is significant. 

In many districts of the Western Balkans, large portions of the male population were 

organized into military units such as timariots, müsellems, and voynuks. In earlier periods, 

they also served as akıncıs (raiders), operating ahead of the main army. It is therefore 

likely that Christian auxiliary forces made up a substantial portion of the Ottoman army 

during campaigns. What happened during the long marches to and from the front lines? 

While the martial music of the Janissaries is well-documented, less is known about how 

auxiliary soldiers passed their time, especially during stops at military waystations 

(menzil). These moments of pause provided opportunities for social interaction, bonding, 

and undoubtedly, cultural exchange. 

To illustrate this idea with a more recent analogy, I would like to share a story from my 

father’s military service in the 1950s in Türkiye. When he was recruited, he walked from 

the small town of Tonya to the port of Vakfıkebir on the Black Sea coast, where larger 

ships could dock. He was carried on the back of a porter to a small boat (kayık), which 

brought him to the ship. Upon boarding, he found himself among hundreds of recruits 

from other Black Sea towns. One of the first things he remembers is a fellow recruit taking 

out a kemençe (a traditional Black Sea string instrument) and playing local dance music. 

A circle of recruits soon formed, dancing on the deck of the ship. 

Although the modern military conscription and Ottoman military organisation were very 

different; it is reasonable to assume that recruits in the 14th or 15th centuries engaged in 

similar cultural expressions. Some likely carried musical instruments and, during stops 

along the campaign route, played local melodies and performed traditional dances. These 
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groups, coming from diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds, interacted closely sharing 

songs, food, stories, and hardships. They fought together, assisted wounded comrades, 

and developed a sense of camaraderie. Thus, military campaigns also became periods of 

intense cultural interaction among Muslim and non-Muslim members of the Ottoman 

military. 

This culturally integrative aspect of military service persisted into modern times. When 

universal conscription was introduced in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, concerns 

about its assimilative effects emerged. The Greek Orthodox Patriarchate, for example, 

opposed the conscription of Orthodox Christians into the Ottoman army, fearing that such 

service would lead to the Turkification and eventual assimilation of Greek men (Gülsoy, 

2000; Heinzelmann, 2004). 

In conclusion, the active participation of Balkan Christian communities in the Ottoman 

military—particularly up to the early 18th century—fostered deep cultural interactions 

between Muslims and Orthodox Christians in the Balkans. 

Urban Spaces of Cultural Interaction: Courtly Life, Konaks, and Provincial Musicians 

Provincial centers—both cities and towns—were home to a local upper class or provincial 

nobility. This included Ottoman Muslim officials such as beys, pashas, and aghas, as well 

as members of the Orthodox Christian elite, known as kocabaşı (or kotchabashi). Among 

the Serbs, these figures were often referred to as knez, and the ecclesiastical hierarchy 

also played a significant role, particularly bishops and metropolitans. Their residences, 

typically known as konaks, served not only as administrative hubs but also as spaces 

where refined cultural life—including music and dance—flourished. The konaks were 

often staffed by individuals of various ethno-religious backgrounds. For instance, the 

gardeners or horsekeepers in the household of a Muslim bey in the western Balkans could 

easily have been Orthodox Slavs, possibly Serbs or Bulgarians. As previously mentioned, 

religious institutions—including dervish lodges (tekkes), churches, and mosques—were 

deeply connected to musical traditions and thus served as additional venues for cultural 

exchange. 

It is reasonable to assume that musical life in the konaks differed somewhat from rural or 

village folk traditions. There were also professional musicians who performed at 
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weddings, festivals, and other public and private events. 

But who exactly were these musicians? 

The Ottoman Temettuat Defterleri (income and property registers) from the 1840s, which 

record both household assets and professions, help us answer this question. For example, 

in the register of Muslim inhabitants of Philippopolis (Filibe, modern-day Plovdiv, 

Bulgaria), only one individual among Muslims was identified as a full-time musician 

(çalgıcı). He resided in the Kıbtiyan (Gypsy) quarter (Ersoy, 2003: 215).  

A similar situation is documented in Niš (in present-day Serbia) during the same period. 

There, too, only one musician was recorded, also from the Gypsy quarter (Kıbtiyan-ı Kebir 

– Large Gypsy Quarter). Additionally, a singer (şarkıcı) was listed in the Hünkâr quarter 

(Kordiç, 2019: 50). In the town of Tulcea in the Dobruja region (now Romania), two 

Christian violinists (kemancı)—Rasil (Vasil) and Alex—were registered. It was noted that 

they owned no property beyond their homes and made their living exclusively from music 

(çalgıcılık).3 Tulcea also had one foreign musician who earned his income similarly (Polat, 

2019: 301-302). In Lüleburgaz (modern-day Türkiye), only one musician (çalgıcı) was 

recorded (Purodran, 2010: 46), while in Edirne—then the largest city in the Balkans—

two musicians were listed, both of whom were Christians (Sert, 2011: 152-278).  

It is implausible that these musicians could have sustained themselves by performing 

exclusively within their own ethno-religious communities. Ottoman archival records 

clearly indicate that musicians performed across communal boundaries, serving Muslim 

audiences as well as Orthodox Christians (including Greeks, Bulgarians, and Serbs), 

Armenians, and Catholics. These musicians likely performed diverse repertoires adapted 

to the specific musical and dance traditions of different communities, not only in the cities 

but also in surrounding villages. Their performances were, by necessity, a synthesis of 

regional cultural expressions. In the cases of Plovdiv and Niš, we see that Romani (Gypsy) 

musicians played an especially important role in the musical life of the region. Other 

sources confirm the centrality of Romani musicians throughout the Ottoman Empire. For 

instance, a document prepared by the Istanbul Municipal Administration in 1890 lists 

licensing fees for musicians, including a category for ‘wandering Gypsy musicians’ (geşt-i 

 
3 Both are registered one after another in the quarter Ehli Beştepe in Tulça (Polat 2019: 252)  
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güzar Kıbti çalgıcı). The standard monthly license fee for a regular musician was 150 kuruş 

(previously 200), while a Gypsy musician paid only 50 kuruş (previously 100). During 

Ramadan, these fees increased to 700 and 300 kuruş, respectively.4  

The Temettuat Defteri for Niš also includes a list of the city’s 27 tavern keepers 

(meyhaneci), seven of whom were Gypsies living in both the large and small Gypsy 

quarters. The remaining tavern owners were all Christians (Kordiç, 2019: 51). The annual 

income of a musician in Niš, as well as one of the two musicians in Edirne, was recorded 

as 150 kuruş—equivalent to that of a skilled barber—while the singer in Niš earned 100 

kuruş. A second musician in Edirne had a higher income, suggesting that larger urban 

centres offered more lucrative opportunities for professional musicians. 

Detailed records also exist for Skopje in the second half of the 19th century. Musicians 

there were required to obtain licenses from the municipal authorities, and event 

organizers had to pay fees to hire them. A document from 1894 contains the names of 

musicians and ensembles, the instruments they played, the names of event organizers, the 

neighborhoods where performances took place, and the duration of the events.5   

Name and fame of 
the wedding owner / 
Düğün sahibinin ismi 
ve şöhreti 

Names of the 
neighborhood 
/ Esami-i 
mahalle 

Name of the 
musician/musical 
troupe / 
Çalgıcının ismi 

Type of 
instrument / 
Çalgının nev’i 

Price 
in 
Piast
re 
(Kur
uş) 
 

Duration 

Rüstem Kıbti 
(Romani/Gypsi 
Rüstem) 

Yeni tepe 
Receb taifesi 
(Receb’s troupe) 

Tabla 15 3 evenings 

Zabtiye Osman 
onbaşı 

Orduca tepe? 
Rode ve İlo 
taifeleri 

Drum and frame 
drum (Davul ve 
def) 

10 

3 evenings, 
köçeks 
(dancers) in 
the harem 

Hasan 
Ali Beg 
hanında 

Usta Hasan  
Rope acrobat (ip 
canbazı) 

19 4 days 

Kıbti Receb Yeni tepe İlo taifesi Drum (davul) 10 2 evenings 

Kortin? Hudaverdi Şahzo taifesi 
Frame drum 
(def) 

5 
Köçeks in the 
harem, 2 
evenings 

 
Ma’arif 
kahvecisi Eyüb 
Ağa 

Osman Çavuş 
taifesi 

Violin (keman) 38 
1 month, at 
Eyüb’s 
coffeehouse 

Kıbti Hüseyin bin 
Kıbti Abdullah? 

Yeni tepe Receb taifesi  Tabla 10 3 evenings 

Kıbti Halil Yeni bayır Nuri taifesi Drum (davul) 10 2 evenings  

 
4 BOA, ŞD. 757/30, 29 Teşrinisani 1306 [11 December 1890]. 
5 BOA, YB.021.102/64, Mali 23.2.1310 [5.5.1894]. 

39



 

 

Yahudi Lazar Yahudi Erso taifesi Violin (Keman)  5 2 evenings  

Kıbti Nikola 
Merane? 
karyesi 

Nikola? Reed flute (Ey?) 5 10 days? 

Rastanaklı? Semur Hacı Yunus Kula taifesi Tabla 10 2 evenings 
Kıbti Abdullah Tobhan Manca? taifesi Tabla 10 3 evenings 
Kosofçalı Ali Mustafa beşe? Sa’dullah taifesi Violin (keman) 5 1 evening 

Rastanaklı? Semur Hacı Yunus Çakır taifesi 
Frame drum 
(def) 

5 
2 evenings in 
the harem 

Fasılbend? Emin Hacı Lala Zabaş? taifesi 
Frame drum 
(def) 

5 
2 evenings in 
the harem 

Ahmed Beg 
Kebir Mehmed 
Çelebi 

Aliço? taifesi 
Frame drum 
(def) 

5 
1 evening in 
the harem 

Gogoş Ine beg sagir? Başar? taifesi Violin (keman) 5 
1 evening 
 

Bıçakçı Abdullah Hacı Yunus Aişe taifesi 
Frame drum 
(def) 

5 
2 evenings in 
the harem 

Zülfikar? efendi Hudaverdi Naile taifesi 
Frame drum 
(def) 

5 
1 evening in 
the harem 

Kadri Hacı Lala Çakır taifesi 
Frame drum 
(def) 

5 
2 evenings in 
the harem 

Anderya Hacı Lala İliya tabla 10 3 evenings  
Kıbti Selim Yeni tepe Malya taifesi Drum (davul) 10 3 evenings  

Table 1. List of findings from the document, 5.5.1894 

Ottoman archival documents reveal that both male and female musicians and dancers 

were active in the city of Skopje, earning their livelihood by performing at various events, 

particularly weddings. A significant number of musical gatherings were organized 

exclusively for women (harem), where only female performers were permitted. In such 

settings, women predominantly played the def (tambourine), while instruments such as 

the keman (violin), davul (drum), and tabla were commonly used for performances 

involving men or mixed audiences. 

The sources also indicate a high degree of mobility among musicians, including 

performers who came from abroad. Certain coffeehouses (kahvehane) in urban areas 

hired musicians for specific periods. For instance, an 1887 document records the arrival 

of two musicians, Çalgıcı Görgi and Anton, from Italy to Skopje, where they requested 

permission to perform for fifteen days in a coffeehouse known as Alatin Bazerganı 

Kahvesi.6 Similarly, a 1913 document from Istanbul mentions an Italian musician, 

Donatoriçi, who regularly played the harp in the coffeehouse of Koco Kostantinidi—likely 

an Orthodox Vlach or Greek—in the Fanar district. The document makes clear that the 

 
6 BOA, YB.021. 83/108, tarih 6 Haziran 103 [18.06.1887]. 
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musician relied entirely on this engagement for his livelihood.7   

Following the establishment of municipal administrations (belediye), one source of city 

revenue came from taxes on music-related events, especially weddings. A register from 

Skopje in the early 1870s lists the names of all event organizers, noting that the fee for a 

music permit for a one-evening celebration was 5 kuruş.8 Musicians were required to 

obtain official authorization to perform. For example, a group of Romani (Gypsy) 

musicians and male dancers (çalgıcı ve köçek) from Leskovitsa and Vranje submitted a 

petition to the Skopje municipality requesting permission to perform.9     

Regulations were strictly enforced. Musicians granted permission to perform in women's 

events (harem) were explicitly forbidden from entertaining men. A document from 1890 

reports that a Jewish resident of Skopje named Yako received a permit for a group of 

dancers called Pamuk to perform at a family wedding. However, during a routine police 

patrol, the dancers were found performing in front of male guests, a violation that was 

promptly reported to the municipal authorities for action.10 Female musicians were also 

strictly limited to performing for women; public performances before men were 

prohibited.11  

Complaints and concerns about musicians were not uncommon. For instance, the Chief 

Rabbi of the Jewish community submitted a complaint to the Sultan, alleging that certain 

individuals entered households under the guise of performing music during religious 

rituals. In homes where no husband was present, these individuals were allegedly 

engaging in prostitution. The Chief Rabbi requested that such musicians be banned from 

entering these households.12  

The documents also reveal incidents of violence and harassment against musicians. In 

Sivas, a musician was prevented by locals from performing at weddings and other events, 

effectively obstructing his ability to earn a living.13 In another case, a musician named 

 
7 BOA, DH.EUM.VRK. 22/22, 20 May 1329 [2 June 1913]. 
8 BOA, YB.021.68/182, and YB.021.101/96.  
9 BOA, YB.021.56/17, Rumi 31.3.1298 [12.6.1882]. 
10 BOA, YB.021. 88/221, Rumi 21.06.1306 [02.09.1890]. 
11 BOA, YB.021.88/134, Rumi 24.9.1306 [6.12.1890]. 
12 BOA, C.ADL. 26/1533, tarih 11.04.1200 [11.02.1786]. 
13 BOA, A.DVN.131/33, H. 08.09.1274 [22.04.1858]. 
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Mita(n) from Korça (Görice) was robbed while traveling from a village back to the city.14 

Near Prishtina, a group of Romani musicians and their female dancers (rakkas Kıbti 

karıları) were attacked by men who attempted to sexually assault the dancers and rob the 

musicians.15  

There were also cases where musicians violated regulations and performed without 

official permission. For example, despite a prohibition on playing music during public 

festivities (mesire), a Romani musician named Şeker Ahmed from Ayvan Saray (Istanbul) 

continued to perform between 1825 and 1826. He was eventually apprehended and exiled 

to Edirne.16 In another case, a musician from Constanța abandoned his family in İzmir and 

relocated. His wife later petitioned the authorities to either compel him to provide 

support or grant her a divorce.17  Musicians were also investigated for misconduct, 

including the use of obscene or ‘offensive language’.18   

Toward the end of the 19th century, political and revolutionary songs became popular, 

particularly among Macedonian and Armenian nationalist groups. Ottoman authorities 

classified such music as subversive and banned its performance. Between 1892 and 1909, 

several individuals were prosecuted for performing revolutionary songs, with many 

receiving harsh penalties (Yiğit, 2022).19  

Conclusion 

The Ottoman experience in the Balkans produced two seemingly contradictory, yet deeply 

interconnected outcomes. On the one hand, the peoples of the Balkans were largely able 

to preserve their core ethnic and confessional identities—such as language or dialect, 

religion, clothing, and other markers of communal distinctiveness. On the other hand, 

centuries of shared life under Ottoman rule gave rise to a common cultural fabric, 

particularly visible in areas such as family customs, social organization, music, and dance. 

This shared culture was not the product of formal policy alone but was shaped by 

numerous everyday encounters and systemic structures within the empire. 

 
14 BOA, DH.MKT. 2564/36, H-21-08-1319.  
15 BOA, MVL.991/32, H.6.4.1381 [8.5.1864]. 
16 BOA, C.ZB.66/3277, tarih 18.06.1241 [28.01.1826] 
17 BOA, HR.TH.127/50, Mali 16.1.1893.  
18 BOA, DH.MKT. 93/23, H. 9.1.1311 
19 İrfan Yiğit, “Osmanlı Arşiv Vesîkalarında Muzır Mûsiki Kavramı”. Tetkik 2 (Eylül 2022), pp. 229-284. 
https://doi.org/10.55709/tetkikdergisi.2022.2.76 
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Several key mechanisms facilitated this cultural convergence. These included the 

Ottoman military and administrative structures—especially during the empire’s early 

centuries—where Christian and Muslim subjects served side by side; the networks of 

provincial nobility, whose konaks (residences) functioned as important cultural hubs; the 

widespread presence of dervish lodges and Orthodox churches, each fostering their own 

musical traditions; and the vibrant urban life of Ottoman cities, where people of diverse 

ethnic and religious backgrounds coexisted and interacted in markets, coffeehouses, and 

during public celebrations. 

Population movements—both voluntary and forced—also played a central role. From the 

relocation of Albanians to Trabzon, and Greeks to post-conquest Istanbul, to the mass 

arrival of Muslim refugees in Anatolia during the collapse of Ottoman control in the 

Balkans, these migrations carried with them musical styles, instruments, and repertoires 

that became embedded in local traditions. Particularly Romani (Gypsy) musicians were 

important cultural intermediaries, often serving as the primary musical performers at 

weddings and festivities across religious and ethnic lines. Ottoman archival sources from 

cities such as Skopje, Plovdiv, Niš, and Edirne clearly document this intercommunal 

dynamic. 

As a result, drawing rigid cultural boundaries between Balkan peoples proves 

problematic. Confessional or linguistic differences were often insufficient to prevent the 

emergence of shared musical forms and practices. This cultural proximity, however, later 

became a source of political tension. During the formation of modern nation-states in the 

Balkans, the deep cultural entanglement inherited from the Ottoman era provoked 

anxieties about identity and fears of assimilation. These anxieties sometimes led to the 

marginalization, suppression, or forced assimilation of minority groups, often under the 

pretext of national unity (Hacısalihoğlu, 2019). 

Therefore, when analysing musical and dance traditions in the Balkans, it is more accurate 

to consider regional and local contexts rather than imposing broad ethnic or national 

labels. Rather than speaking simply of ‘Turkish’ or ‘Serbian’ music, it may be more fruitful 

to examine the musical culture of specific regions—such as the Danube Valley (e.g., 

Belgrade, Smederevo), Niš, or the Sanjak area—where overlapping influences shaped a 

common expressive language. 

43



 

 

A personal anecdote from the Eastern Black Sea region of Türkiye illustrates this point 

well. In three neighbouring villages, the spoken Turkish dialects differ significantly, yet 

the musical traditions—songs, dances, and instruments—are virtually identical. Why? 

Because the same musicians serve all three communities. This example reflects a broader 

historical truth across the Balkans: cultural boundaries, particularly in music and dance, 

often followed the paths of mobility, community interaction, and shared experience more 

than those of language or religion. 
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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines the evolution of Kosovo’s song festivals through 
the perspective of two pivotal events: Akordet e Kosovës (organized by 
Radio Television of Prishtina) and the RTK Song Festival (organized by 
Radio Television of Kosovo). Though both originated from the same 
media institution, their transformation from the former to the latter was 
decisively shaped by Kosovo’s political history. The study focuses on 
four interrelated aspects: the narrative of cultural continuity, the 
transformation of song festivals, their role in constructing Kosovo’s 
musical heritage, and their broader socio-cultural significance. 
Beginning with Akordet e Kosovës in 1963 - the first major Albanian song 
festival in the former Yugoslavia, the paper traces its role in Kosovo’s 
music landscape. Special attention is given to the socio-political 
circumstances that made the history of festivals, and indeed Kosovo’s 
musical development as a whole, uniquely specific, being largely 
conditioned by non-cultural factors such as political upheavals and 
social transformations. Methodologically, the study is primarily 
qualitative and historical, employing documentary and content analysis 
to identify patterns, themes, and contextual factors that have shaped the 
development of the festival. his paper investigates the roots, 
development, and discontinuity of the first festival and the emergence 
of the second, at once similar, yet profoundly different. Ultimately, the 
study of these festivals offers key insights into the dynamic interplay 
between cultural expression, political shifts, the ongoing formation of 
Kosovo’s artistic identity, and future perspectives.    

 
KEYWORDS 

Song festivals 

Kosovo 

Socio-political 

influence 

Akordet e Kosovës 

RTK Song Festival 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

52

mailto:christina.perkolaa@gmail.com


 

 

Historical Context: Music Festivals in Kosovo 1940s-1990s 

This study situates Kosovo’s song festivals within the broader discourse of cultural 

memory and the role of music in post-conflict identity formation (Bohlman, 2010).  Under 

a historical overview, the analysis reveals that music festivals, along with the broader 

political, social, and cultural landscape of Kosovo, have undergone significant 

transformations. These transformations exhibit changes, continuities, interconnections, 

contrasts, and diverse forms of engagement. Drawing on Christopher Small’s concept of 

‘musicking,’ music festivals can be understood not merely as performances but as social 

processes in which music is created, experienced, and negotiated among performers, 

audiences, and communities (Small, 2011). This perspective provides a broader 

understanding of how music festivals, shaped by temporal and contextual conditions, 

have historically functioned as sites of cultural production, community engagement, and 

identity formation.  

In Kosovo, the development of music festivals must be examined within the wider 

historical and socio-political landscape of the region, particularly in the Balkans and the 

post–World War II period. During this era, developments across the republics and 

provinces of the former Yugoslavia followed broadly similar patterns, reflecting shared 

institutional frameworks, cultural policies, and artistic infrastructures, while also 

allowing for local particularities and expressions. Festivals platforms in Kosovo began for 

the first time in the post-World War II period, when the process of cultural 

institutionalization started to take shape. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, key 

milestones such as the establishment of music schools and performing ensembles laid the 

foundation for a formalized musical culture in Kosovo (Perkola, 2023a).  

The earliest events which took the form of competitive presentations in Kosovo, began to 

appear since the late 1940s. They were events/festivals catering to an amateur level and 

were known as Rivistat kulturore [Cultural Revues] or Rivistat e shoqërive kulturore 

[Revues of Cultural Societies], which at that time were few in number (M., 1956; Sopi 

1958). Since then, the cultural diplomacy of former Yugoslavia was also implemented in 

Kosovo, and as studies on Yugoslav cultural history have shown, Western cultural 

influences were embraced former Yugoslavia as early as the 1950s (Vučetić, 2012; Vuletić, 

2008). During the 1960s, an entire popular music infrastructure was established 

including recording facilities, broadcast media, and specialized press which fostered the 
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emergence of remarkably rich and diverse music scenes in the following decades. Within 

this framework, the founding of Akordet e Kosovës in 1963 can be understood as regional 

cultural development and an integral part of Yugoslavia’s broader strategies of cultural 

policy and diplomacy, which relied heavily on festivals as vehicles for projecting 

‘modernity,’ fostering cultural diversity within the federation, and shaping international 

perceptions of Yugoslavia as a distinctive socialist state open to Western influences.  

However, during the 1960s, Kosovo continued to be one of the most underdeveloped 

provinces of Yugoslavia in economic, educational and cultural terms. Therefore, any 

investment in the socio-cultural sphere was vital, necessary and welcomed. In the years 

1961-63, two of the most famous music events were founded: the Folk Provincial Folklore 

Festival Gllogovci, in 1961, and the Song Festival Akordet e Kosovës, in 1963. Then, the 

early 1970s in Kosovo marked a transformative period characterized by a growing 

enthusiasm for the arts and a desire to establish a robust musical tradition.  

In response to this cultural climate, there was an increase in artistic activities within the 

realm of music, and several key moments distinguish this decade. First was the 

establishment of the Kosovo Composers’ Association in 1972, (as an independent 

institution, although it had already existed since 1969 as a branch of the Serbian 

Composers’ Association) - this marked the creation of a formal body for the planning and 

enhancement of general musical developments. Second, the establishment (or re-

institutionalization) of the Symphony Orchestra of RTP (see Perkola, 2023b) transitioning 

from the status of the Pristina City Symphony Orchestra to the Symphony Orchestra of 

Radio Television of Pristina in 1974, marked a decisive step in elevating and systematizing 

local musical activities. Another significant milestone was the opening of the Department 

of Music at the Faculty of Arts in 1975 (Berisha, 2004) which formalized higher music 

education and contributed to the professional development of numerous musicians in the 

subsequent decades.  

Regarding, festivals, it was the inception of the first two art music festivals: Skena 

Muzikore e Prishtinës (SMP) [Music Scene of Prishtina] in 1974, and Ditët e muzikës 

Kosovare [Days of Kosovan Music] in 1979, that provided vital platforms for the 

presentation and promotion of art music in broader level. Based on models and formats 

of similar festivals such as BEMUS, The Yugoslav Musical Tribune, Music Biennale Zagreb, 
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Opatija Music Tribune, etc., these events aimed at promoting both the creativity of various 

composers, and the interpretive skills of various musical ensembles. E.g., only by late 

1970s over forty-eight musical ensembles from the former Yugoslavia had participated in 

SMP and around and three hundred and fifty works had been performed (Koci, 1978), 

while until the last edition held in 1988 were featured over five hundred and fifty musical 

works spanning various genres, including orchestral, vocal-instrumental, chamber, 

instrumental, vocal, and choral compositions (Perkola, 2024a).  

In the 1970s and 1980s, two significant song festivals were established in Kosovo: 

Kosovarja Këndon [Kosovan Women Sings], in 1972 in Ferizaj, and Zambaku i Prizrenit 

[Lily of Prizren] in 1986 in Prizren, both of which continue to thrive today, reverberating 

with the sounds of the songs they promote. Particularly notable was/is Kosovarja Këndon, 

a festival that, especially during 1970s and 1980s had the dual purpose of not only 

promoting Albanian song but also highlighting the role of women in music.  

Following the abolition of Kosovo’s autonomy by the Serbian Parliament in 1989 (Vickers, 

1998), the decade that ensued brought immense hardship for the Albanian population in 

Kosovo. The early 1990s marked a profound turning point in Kosovo’s political, social, 

artistic, and cultural landscape. The collapse of the Yugoslav state-supported model of 

multiethnic collaboration, underpinned by the ideology of “brotherhood and unity” until 

1989, forced Kosovo Albanian politics, education, and cultural life into parallel, informal, 

and largely un-institutionalized realities, wherein all Albanian spheres were 

systematically marginalized.  

Case studies from diverse geopolitical contexts, including Turkey, Ukraine, or Palestine, 

have illuminated how music survives and asserts claims to cultural belonging and self-

determination amid contested sovereignty and political marginalization (see Turino, 

2008; Bohlman, 2011). A similar dynamic was present in Kosovo during the 1990s, when 

art music was profoundly affected by political repression and institutional collapse. 

During this period, it became impossible for song festivals that had been organized in 

earlier decades to continue; in the absence of even the most elementary conditions – 

freedom, such events were interrupted.  In such circumstances, a distinctive feature of the 

1990s was the outward movement of certain Kosovo Albanian musical activities. Some 

musicians sought opportunities across the border, most notably by participating in the 
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Song Festival organized by RTSH in Tirana. This temporary artistic ‘migration’ 

underscores both the limitations of Kosovo’s cultural infrastructure during that decade 

and the adaptive strategies of artists who turned to Albania as an alternative platform for 

artistic expression. 

A Narrative Overview of Akordet e Kosovës (1963-1996) 

The socio-cultural development that was ‘bolstered’ during the 1950s in Kosovo, along 

with the little progress made in institutional infrastructure such as Radio Prishtina Media 

(RP) established in 1945, and RP Music Production (as a ‘record company’), made it 

possible for popular and so called ‘light’ music to develop and be promoted through 

festivals that were mostly dedicated to the ‘entertainment’ music genre. Following the 

trend of Yugoslav festivals with award ceremonies, (e.g., Zagrebački Festival [Zagreb 

Festival] (1953), Opatija Festival (1958), Split Festival (1960), Beogradsko proleće 

[Belgrade Spring] (1961), Slovenska popevka [Slovenian Song] (1962), and in Albania the 

Festivali i Këngës në RTSH [Festival of Song in RTSH] (1962), inspired by the same 

influences, Kosovo artists felt the need to showcase their cultural existence through same 

type of festival. This vision came to fruition with the inaugural edition of the festival, held 

on 24 May 1963 in the hall of the Provincial Popular Theater and broadcast live on TV 

Belgrade (Sokoli, 1996).  

The festival was originally named Akordet Muzikore [Music Chords], but over time it 

became widely known by the label Akordet e Kosovës [Kosovo Chords]. For Kosovo in the 

1960s, this festival represented a culminating achievement, which soon echoed beyond 

the provincial borders. The festival officially gained an institutional status in 1971 (Shita, 

1970) and succeeded in presenting Kosovo music identity among the multinational 

citizenry of former Yugoslavia, and symbolically it was said that it was the Albanian San 

Remo (Albumi Akordet e Kosovës, 2018). Severin Kajtazi who served as a member of the 

artistic council of the festival during the 1960s and later as its director in the 1970s stated: 

Perhaps we do not yet fully appreciate its cultural significance, but this festival showcases 

our beautiful melodies, and its impact will be felt for years to come (Kajtazi, 1971). After 

Radio Prishtina was transformed into Radio Television of Prishtina (RTP) in 1974 (see 

Sokoli, 1996), it became the main broadcaster of this iconic song festival, which was the 

most popular and celebrated event dedicated to song contests. The festival contest was 

divided into three music categories/musical evenings with: children’s songs, folk songs, 
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and entertainment songs.  

According to Mehmet Emërllahu (1986) due to the growing popularity of the festival from 

the 1970s onwards, interest in participation exceeded all expectations and organizational 

capacities, so as a result, the festival’s organizers decided to expand its format from three 

to four or five nights of performances. Each category typically accepted around 18 songs, 

bringing the total number of performances to approximately 54 melodies across the 

festival (Piraj, 1986). A fundamental aspect of festival was its award ceremony, which 

encompassed a diverse range of prizes recognizing artistic excellence across three distinct 

musical categories. The professional jury was responsible for granting the three principal 

awards: first, second, and third prizes, within each category. Additionally, the ‘Golden 

Ocarina’, determined by audience vote, recognized the most outstanding composition, 

while the ‘Golden Plaque’, awarded by the Union of Composers of Yugoslavia, 

acknowledged the best song from a professional perspective. Literary merit was also 

celebrated through the ‘Golden Pen’, an award presented by the editorial office of Rilindja 

newspaper for the finest lyrical content. Further awards included the ‘Gratitude Award’, 

conferred by the Composers’ Association of Kosovo to the winners of the three competing 

categories, and a financial prize of 1,500 Yugoslav Dinars, accompanied by a traditional 

statue, bestowed by the Belgrade-based daily Večernje novosti for the best song of the 

festival. So, beyond its competitive dimension, this festival played a crucial role in 

promoting artists who later gained national and Yugoslav-wide recognition.  

Many performers, composers, and lyricists who debuted at this festival went on to 

establish prominent careers.  Among the most notable composers were: Severin Kajtazi,  

Gjergj Kaçinari, Tomor Berisha, Musa Piperku, Hüseyin Kazaz, Reshat Randobrava, Enver 

Stafai, Sinan Alimanović, and others. In the realm of female composers, Sevime Kabashi-

Gjinali and Pranvera Badivuku were trailblazers, and the only two female composers who 

made a great contribution to Akordet e Kosovës (Bejtullahu, 2018). Their efforts paved the 

way for later female composers, such as Selvete Krasniqi Ismaili, Ilirijana Kuriu and 

others, who continued to enrich the festival’s musical content during the 1980s. 

Historically, the position of women as composers was marginalized and inadequately 

recognized, with their legacy to composition largely overlooked (MClary, 1991). The same 

occurred in Kosovo, where it was not until the 21st century that women began to 

consistently emerge as composers. Prior to this period, women were more commonly 
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promoted as performers, particularly as vocalists and/or instrumentalists. So, through 

festival Akordet e Kosovës became well-known and artistically matured performing 

artists: Nexhmije Pagarusha, Shehendere Bërlajolli, Liljana Çavolli, Milica Milisavljević, 

Shpresa Gashi, Mirjana Pavlović, Ivana Vitalić, Vera Oruçaj, Tonina Bala, then (male 

singers) Alush Nush, Bashkim Paçuku, Luan Hajra, Haki Misini, Sabri Fejzullahu, Xhelal 

Bakraçi, Riza Bytyqi, Besnik Krajku, and others (Perkola, 2024b).  

During the era of Akordet e Kosovës (1963-1980s), festival programs and media coverage 

reflected Kosovo’s dual positioning within Yugoslavia: affirming Albanian cultural 

heritage while simultaneously participating in broader multiethnic frameworks. The 

festival itself was emblematic of multinationalism and multiculturalism within Kosovo, 

featuring songs performed in Albanian, Serbian, and Turkish, and embodying the 

ideological framework of ‘brotherhood and unity’ proclaimed by Yugoslav governance.  

Figure 1. Collage of photographs from the Akordet e Kosovës Song Festival, 1970s-1980s1 

 
1 Collage components: Retrieved from Webpage Fest Akordet, accessed December 28, 2025, 
https://www.festakordet.com.  Collage created and annotated by the author. 
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Following the political crises of the 1990s, however, the dynamics of cultural development 

changed dramatically, facing numerous challenges, particularly regarding institutional 

continuity. The year 1989 marked the last regular edition of Akordet e Kosovës festival. 

Efforts to hold the next edition of Akordet e Kosovës began in 1995, but only one event 

took place before the festival was interrupted by the Serbian regime’s police. Another 

attempt on December 26, 1996, resulted in a hastily organized edition, which ultimately 

marked the festival’s conclusion. Writing a historical narrative and compiling data on this 

festival, which has not been sufficiently explored in Kosovan musicology, proved 

challenging due to the scarcity of available sources. Indeed, even in the scholarly literature 

of the former Yugoslavia’s popular music festivals, Akordet e Kosovës remains notably 

absent from local and Balkan musicological discourse (see Arnautović, 2020). Its legacy 

has not been documented, leaving a gap in scholarly research on its impact and 

contributions. Due to the limited development of musicology in Kosovo, no detailed 

documentation of this festival has been produced thus far, with the exception of recent 

pioneering efforts. Notably, my PhD dissertation includes Appendix 2, which presents 

tables (though not fully completed with data) listing the songs, singers, and composers by 

most of festival editions (Perkola, 2024a). Additionally, the digital platform Fest Akordet 

(Bytyqi and Sefedini, 2023) offers an emerging resource, which includes a partial online 

archive of the festival, featuring songs, books, scores, photographs, documents and media 

writings from the time, as well as interviews with singers, festival directors, and others.  

Interim period 

The transition from the 1990s to the post-war era in Kosovo brought profound 

transformations in its social and cultural landscape, shaped by the aftermath of war and 

the pursuit of peace, as well as by the tension between nationalism and multiculturalism, 

and between tradition and modernity. These societal changes significantly influenced the 

musical environment, where the post-2000 period witnessed efforts to move away from 

past practices while seeking rapid integration into new institutional and cultural 

structures. Kosovo’s society underwent a marked political and social shift, moving from 

the ‘forced’ multicultural unity of the Yugoslav era to a system characterized by 

democratic pluralism (Bardhoshi and Canolli, 2021). Consequently, the broader artistic 

landscape exhibited a tendency to replace everything ‘old’ with the ‘new’.  Especially, 

modernity significantly influenced the emerging democratic society.  
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Music festivals, particularly in post-conflict societies, play a crucial role in shaping 

national identity and collective memory (Bohlman, 2010). New adaptive and strategic 

pathways were necessary to rebuild a sustainable model for festivals. They were one of 

the main activities that created new opportunities for the development of music, that 

promoted new music in a programmatic and systematic way, and were the only 

manifestation that can restore the lost space (Rudi, 2013). From the International Festival 

of Chamber Music (founded in 2000) to the Sunny Hill Festival (founded in 2018) and RTK 

Song Festival (founded in 2023) a considerable growth has been seen in the number of 

music events and competitions (classical, jazz, rock, pop, folk, etc.).  

Year City Genre Festival Name 
2000 Prishtina Art Music Kosova Kamer Fest - International 

Chamber Music Festival 
2001 Vitia Folklore Flakadani i Karadakut 
2001 RTV21 Media Song Festival Polifest 
2002 Prishtina Art Music ReMusica International Contemporary 

Music Festival 
2003 Prishtina Children’s Dance Festival Ylberi i Prishtine s 
2005 Prishtina Art Music Ars Kosova - International Competition 

of Young Musicians 
2005 Prishtina Jazz Prishtina Jazz Festival 
2006 Prishtina Art Music DAM – International Festival of Music 
2007 Gjakova Children’s Festival Lyra Fest 
2008 Various  

Towns 
Art Music International Piano Competition the 

Young Pianist 
2009 Gjilan Children’s Festival Lyra 
2010 Prishtina Art Music Chopin Piano Fest 
2010 Prishtina Song Festival Kosova Fest 
2011 Prizren Pop, Rock, Hip-Hop, 

Electronic, Folk, Classical 
NGOM Fest 

2013 Prishtina Art Music Viluela Guitar Fest 
2016 Peja Art Music Peja International Guitar Festival 
2016 Komoran Folk National Folk Festival 
2016 Ferizaj Children’s Festival International Festival a-mol 
2017 Prishtina Art Music Kosova Brass Festival 
2018 Prishtina Art Music Prishtina International Vocal Festival 
2018 Prishtina Pop, Hip-Hop, Electronic 

Dance Music (EDM) 
Sunny Hill Festival 

2018 Peja Folk Folk Song Festival 
2018 Gjilan Children’s Festival Rising Star 
2023 RTK Media Song Festival RTK Song Festival 
2024 Prishtina  Folk  Ocarina Fest 

Table 1. Post-2000 Music Festivals Established in Kosovo: Overview. Table compiled by the 
author. 
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When examining the trajectory of song festivals, the continuity of tradition from the latter 

half of the 20th century into the early decades of the 21st century is evident through the 

existential persistence of certain festivals established in the 1970s and 1980s. Notable 

examples include Kosovarja Këndon - a festival dedicated to celebrating the female figure 

as a performer of Albanian folk music, and Zambaku i Prizrenit - as a traditional song 

festival with a competitive character. This continuity underscores the enduring cultural 

significance of these events. However, it becomes apparent that Kosovo required a festival 

akin to Akordet e Kosovës, one that could function as a nationally significant televised song 

competition under the auspices of the state broadcaster. There have been numerous 

initiatives. While some of these festivals gained popularity for a certain period, such as 

Polifest (2001-2010), organized by Polifonia and RT21 Media, Kosova Fest (2010-2018), 

and ShowFest, none have succeeded in creating lasting continuity or an institutionalized 

format comparable to song festivals in other region countries such as Zagreb, Ljubljana, 

Belgrade, Tirana and others places.  

Recent years tendency has shown that festivals have evolved into multimedia events, 

offering an array of performances that encompass not only music but also visual and 

interactive elements, designed to immerse audiences and align with the festivals’ broader 

thematic objectives (Gligorijević, 2019). A prominent illustration of a contemporary 

international cultural festival event in the Balkans is the Sunny Hill Festival, inaugurated 

in 2018 by internationally acclaimed artist Dua Lipa and her father Dukagjin Lipa (Sunny 

Hill Festival, n.d.). The festival quickly established itself as a transnational hub that 

connects Kosovo with global cultural circuits. Its cosmopolitan profile is visible in the high 

percentage of international participants, around 45% of tickets are purchased from 

abroad, particularly by members of the diaspora (Xharra and Zeqiri, 2024), and in its 

lineups, which bring together internationally renowned artists with global digital reach. 

Situated in Prishtina, Kosovo, this event has rapidly garnered international attention, 

effectively transforming the region into a focal point for both global and local talent.  

The revolutionary shift in festival platforms during the COVID-19 pandemic cannot be 

overlooked too. It had a profound impact on song festivals worldwide. Live performances, 

a fundamental aspect of these events, were severely limited, disrupting both artistic 

production and audience engagement. Song festivals struggled to maintain their 

continuity, because traditional festival formats were either canceled or transitioned to 
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online platforms, significantly altering the interactive and communal aspects of these 

events. For the first time in its history, the Eurovision Song Contest (the biggest and most 

famous international song competition in Europe, since 1956) was canceled in 2020 due 

to the pandemic (Savage, 2020). The effects continued through 2021 and 2022, until 

festival life gradually began to return to normal. More recently, globalization and 

modernization have driven numerous transformations, softening boundaries between 

musical genres and various global social distinctions. This has given rise to hybrid forms 

that challenge traditional classifications.  

Consequently, the interplay of globalization, technology, and social awareness is shaping 

the future of music in ways that reflect the complexities of contemporary society, 

ultimately fostering a more dynamic and interconnected musical world. Within this 

broader global context, Kosovo too has entered a new phase: precisely after these global 

transformations, the moment arrived to establish, in 2023, a festival under the auspices 

of the public broadcaster RTK, an initiative that aspires to provide Kosovo with a 

nationally significant and institutionally grounded song festival with international 

standards. 

The Birth of the RTK Song Festival (2023) and Kosovo’s Aspirations for Eurovision 

So, to establish a song festival at RTK (Radio Television of Kosovo), Kosovo needed a 

concerted effort spanning 24 years after the war to organize its inaugural event within 

the state broadcaster. For many years the idea of establishing a song festival (in RTK 

media) has been at the center of the attention of various cultural institutions in Kosovo, 

however, these efforts had not taken a definitive shape until year 2023 (Minga, 2023). 

This first Festival edition, that came as a result of collective efforts from various 

individuals, not only successfully brought this project to fruition but also stirred profound 

excitement among the public. On October 26, 2023, a new and vibrant song festival was 

inaugurated at RTK Media. This festival represented a significant step forward for new 

musical genres, offering an opportunity for competition and affirmation, a new gateway 

to various possibilities and a unique, multifaceted event. But, for those deeply rooted in 

the collective memory of the past, it was challenging to accept that this festival was being 

referred to as the ‘first edition’ of a Song Festival, because the connection with ‘tradition’ 

is something that could not be easily overlooked. Also, from the perspective of 

musicological discourse and historical documentation, it is natural to trace early evidence 
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of cultural events and, when such evidence exists, to emphasize their extended existence 

and longevity rather than disregard their historical continuity. This principle remains 

valid even when the festival’s format has been adapted to accommodate different political 

and social circumstances. Thus, it is reasonable to argue that the Song Festival at RTK, in 

broader terms, should be regarded as a continuation of the Akordet e Kosovës in RTP.  

Although these festivals belong to distinct cultural milieus, they share an intrinsic 

connection in terms of format, purpose, and institutional affiliation. This connection 

underscores a continuity that transcends the immediate temporal and contextual 

differences, further enriching their historical and cultural significance.  

RTK Song Festival was conceived as an ‘invention’ as something that starts from the 

beginning, and not on the basis of a tradition. This approach was claimed by Adi Krasta 

(director of the festival), specifying that Akordet e Kosovës was not a free activity but was 

held under the umbrella of the former Yugoslavia, and therefore such activities should not 

be combined (RTK, 2023). However, this assertion is not only disputed by myself but also 

by many artists and musicians who disagree with the prevailing view that Kosovo’s 

cultural developments during its time in Yugoslavia are negligible.  

The socio-political landscape from the 1940s to the 1980s, despite its flaws, played a 

crucial role in fostering significant cultural progress across various musical activities, 

such as education, performance groups, and festivals. Musicians had the opportunity to 

study in different regions of Yugoslavia and engage with European musical trends through 

various Yugoslav festivals, enriching their artistic expressions and practices. Comparative 

experiences demonstrate that cultural progress can flourish within larger state 

frameworks. For example, music festivals in Croatia or Slovenia maintained continuity 

from the Yugoslav period into the era of independence, undergoing processes of 

modernization and institutional development while preserving discernible traces of their 

historical origins.  

Kosovo could have adopted a similar model, cultivating a trajectory of cultural continuity 

that allows its musical and festival heritage to evolve without severing connections to its 

formative past. Also, from a methodological standpoint, musicological and historical 

research requires tracing the earliest possible imprints of cultural and artistic traditions, 

rather than erasing or artificially reinventing them in a contemporary framework 
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(Dahlhaus, 1983). Recognizing Akordet e Kosovës within its Yugoslav context is therefore 

not a diminishment but an affirmation of continuity, illustrating how cultural identities 

evolve through adaptation rather than rupture. So, regarding this, Song Festival in RTK 

marked the beginning of an innovative song contest journey; however, it raises the 

question: Should this festival be considered a continuation of Akordet e Kosovës or 

regarded as a distinct entity?  

To approach to this question, it should be compared with similar cases in post-conflict or 

politically transitional societies. For instance, the transformation of music festivals in 

Eastern European countries after the fall of communism, such as Poland’s Opole Festival, 

might offer insight (Korzeniewska, 2021). Many of these festivals faced dilemmas about 

how to balance historical legacies with new political realities, as they transitioned from 

state-sponsored events to more modern, independent formats. The same is true for some 

post-Soviet republics, where festivals had to navigate the cultural shift between Soviet 

traditions and new independent identities. 

In the case of RTK Song Festival, neither the first nor the second edition demonstrated 

any connection to the successful legacy of Akordet e Kosovës.  In the second edition (24-

26 October 2024) which included moments aimed at bridging the past and tradition with 

the present and modernity, the existence of Akordet e Kosovës was still denied. In the 

supplementary segments, such as the musical collages accompanying the competitive 

songs, priority was given to past festival songs and performers from Albania, while at no 

point the songs of key figures such as Musa Piperku, Gjergj Kaçinari, Tomor Berisha, 

Reshat Randobrava, or Severin Kajtazi were performed or even mentioned. This complete 

omission of Kosovo’s rich musical tradition from the 1970s and 1980s represents a 

significant departure from the historical context.  

For participating artists, winning national festivals represents the realization of a dream, 

offering a valuable opportunity to showcase their talents on the international stage. Such 

victories often serve as springboards, propelling artists to greater recognition and 

facilitating cultural exchange with artists from diverse backgrounds. A prominent 

example of this is the Eurovision Song Contest, where winners frequently gain global 

visibility, and their music transcends national borders. However, in Kosovo, the political 

context directly shapes these artistic opportunities. Winners of the RTK Song Festival are 
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unable to participate in Eurovision because Kosovo’s public broadcaster, RTK, is not a 

member of the European Broadcasting Union (EBU), a prerequisite for entry 

(Papadopoulos, 2023). This structural limitation illustrates how state recognition, 

international political membership, and the geopolitical status of Kosovo constrain its 

artists’ access to global cultural platforms. 

From the perspective of globalization and network society, as theorized by Manuel 

Castells, cultural participation is increasingly mediated through transnational networks 

of media, communication, and institutional connections (Castellas, 2000). Kosovo’s 

absence from these networks, resulting from political non-recognition and institutional 

exclusion creates a tension between local cultural expression and global integration. This 

reflects the reality that contemporary music networks and cultural developments are 

profoundly shaped and constrained by political factors more than the cultural ones.  

Conclusion 

The evolution of song festivals in Kosovo reflects a broader narrative of transformation, 

and adaptation in response to shifting socio-political realities. From Akordet e Kosovës 

(1963-1996) to the RTK Song Festival (2023), these events have served not only as artistic 

showcases but also as markers of the Kosovo’s historical and political transitions. Akordet 

e Kosovës flourished within the cultural policies of socialist Yugoslavia providing Kosovan 

musicians with a platform for national and regional recognition because it was not merely 

an entertainment event but a key site of cultural affirmation within the complex 

framework of Yugoslav multiculturalism.  

Following its dissolution in the 1990s, the erasure of its legacy from official narratives 

exemplifies what Pierre Nora terms ‘the selective construction of memory’ where certain 

cultural institutions are forgotten, while others are rebranded to fit new national 

narratives (Nora, 1989).  The RTK Song Festival, emerging sixty years later, represents 

Kosovo’s contemporary aspirations for cultural reintegration and artistic globalism, yet it 

remains constrained by political obstacles that hinder full international participation. The 

absence of explicit recognition of Akordet e Kosovës within the RTK Song Festival 

exemplifies what Andreas Huyssen terms presentist nationalism, where cultural 

production is oriented toward future aspirations rather than historical continuity 

(Huyssen, 2003).  
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However, as Philip Bohlman (2010) and Simon Frith (1998) argue, musical events 

inherently carry historical resonance, meaning that despite its rebranding, the RTK Song 

Festival inevitably positions itself within the lineage of its predecessor. This paradox 

underscores a critical pattern in post-socialist and post-conflict societies, where cultural 

institutions are reconfigured to align with shifting political narratives (Huyssen, 2003). 

Furthermore, the comparison between these two festivals highlights the persistent 

entanglement of cultural production with political determinants. While Akordet e Kosovës 

operated in a restrictive yet structurally supportive environment within Yugoslavia, the 

RTK Song Festival unfolds in an era of globalization and digital connectivity, theoretically 

offering artists greater exposure. Yet, systemic barriers, such as Kosovo’s non-

membership in the EBU, continue to limit its international visibility. This contrast 

underscores a crucial irony: in an era where technological advancements have made 

artistic mobility more accessible than ever, Kosovo’s cultural institutions still face 

structural limitations that restrict their full participation in global music networks. 

Ultimately, song festivals in Kosovo function as more than mere entertainment platforms; 

they serve as dynamic sites of cultural memory, artistic innovation, and identity 

formation. They reflect the shifting intersections of history, politics, and music, revealing 

the complexities of cultural continuity and rupture within a changing national landscape. 
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