
Popular Music (1999) Volume 18/3. Copyright (D 1999 Cambridge University Press. 

Printed in the United Kingdom 

The articulation of soul: gypsy 
musicians and the Serbian Other 

MATTIJS VAN DE PORT 

In his Moeurs et Coutumes des Tziganes (1936), the French ethnologist Martin Block 
notices that 
when a Hungarian or Romanian feels sad, or when, on the contrary, he wants to celebrate, 
he needs Gypsy music to exteriorize the state of his soul. (Block 1936, p. 136)1 

Block's conclusion that Gypsy musicians2 are in the business of articulating other 
people's 'soul' confronts us with an intriguing conundrum. Given the fact that in 
eastern Europe, group boundaries between Gypsies and non-Gypsies are strictly 
defined and zealously kept up, one wonders how Gypsies would be able to articu- 
late musically an intimate knowledge about their non-Gypsy customers. And why 
would Hungarians, Romanians - and, as I will argue in this paper, Serbs as well - 
need Gypsy musicians to 'exteriorize their state of soul'? 

In the Serbian town of Novi Sad, where I studied the musical and extra musi- 
cal communication between Gypsy musicians and their Serb customers during bac- 
chic celebrations called lumpovanje,3 the idea that Gypsy musicians know how to 
reach and 'touch' the innermost being of their non-Gypsy customers is widely 
accepted. This is what Janos, the violinist from a Novi Sad Gypsy band, had to say 
about it during an interview: 
The ideal is to give the customer the feeling that he's being understood. Didn't I tell you that 
we Gypsies are great judges of character, great psychologists! When, for example, a customer 
enters the restaurant, or, let's say, when a big gathering of fifteen to twenty persons comes 
in, you start to play . .. [continuing in a whisper] .. . and then you watch their faces. Are 
they responding to the music? Are they interested at all?. . . 
How can you tell . . .? [I asked him] 
. . . you feel it, you feel it! And you can see the expression on a person's face. Anyway, you 
then immediately adapt your program . . . aha! . . . there! . . . look! . . . now I should not play 
something sentimental. If I do that, I'll loose him. I'll go for something virtuoso, something 
more entertaining. I mean, it all depends on the mentality of the people, you know. That's 
what you should try to touch. Because if you don't know how to touch their mentality - I 
would imagine - people will not even notice you, they will not even see that you're there, 
that you're playing. You must touch the right string with people. It is just like touching the 
string of the violin, you see, that's how you must touch the string of people. And that is 
purely a psychological matter, something we Gypsies have learned since childhood. 

The Serbs, for their part, may respond to these intimations of being understood by 
placing themselves completely in the musicians' hands. Their efforts to build up an 
atmosphere of intimacy with the Gypsies would be inconceivable and unheard-of 
in everyday life. In their desire for more music, more songs and more exhilaration, 
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they invite the Gypsies to their table as their 'great friends'. Often this is a noisy 
scene with slaps on the back, expansive gestures to make room, loud and osten- 
tatious manoeuvres to bring over extra chairs, yells for more bottles and more 
glasses. They want the entire kafana (cafe) to see and hear it: we have succeeded! 
We are on an intimate footing with the Gypsies! When the Gypsies start to play 
and succeed in 'touching the right string', the customers' arms are raised in the air, 
always this same movement: arms in the air, total surrender. I saw Serbs with 
expressions of endless happiness on their face, singing at the top of their voices, 
moving their drunken heads more and more towards the musician, almost as if 
trying to creep inside the violin. I witnessed Serbs crying and sobbing; I saw how 
they ended up hugging and kissing the musician - transgressing serious taboos on 
keeping the 'dirty, smelly' Gypsies at a distance - and begging for more. Djordje, a 
real aficionado of the Gypsy bar, seemed to endorse Janos's views, as he told me: 

You can only appreciate their music to the full when they [the Gypsies] get to know you . . . 
when you've been with them a couple of times. Only then will they show you their heart 
and soul, and that's when you learn what their music is really all about. 

The eagerness with which Serbian patrons of the Gypsy cafe open themselves up 
to the Other may strike one as curious, especially at a time when Serbs have made 
it to the front pages of our newspapers as 'ethnic cleansers', xenophobics and rabid 
nationalists who chase away, terrorize and kill other ethnic groups for the sake of 
their being Other. 

And curious it is. Of course, the pattern whereby society's Others are recruited 
from the periphery in order to articulate musically the 'soul' of the more settled 
members is not an oddity from Serbia; in fact, the view that Gypsies (or Jews, or 
Blacks) are endowed with special musical talents is so common sensical that we fail 
to notice the riddle underlying this assumption. But my research in Novi Sad in 
1991 and 1992, a time when ethnic exclusivity was high on the agenda of all the 
ethnic groups in the former Yugoslavia, and war had fueled xenophobic sentiments 
and intra-ethnic hatred, revealed the full enigma of these intimate musical encoun- 
ters between Serbs and Gypsies. 

In this paper I will present some of the material that I gathered in Novi Sad 
to address the question why a Gypsy musician is needed to bring out the soul of a 
Serb. After a short exploration of the seemingly universal pattern of the Other as 
musician, I will argue that an understanding of the 'soul' of Gypsy music should 
start from the realisation that the 'Gypsyness' of Gypsy music is a construct on the 
perceivers' part, but which is elaborated and commodified by Gypsy musicians. 
Gypsy music is embedded in more general notions in Serbian society that present 
Gypsies as 'the stranger within': what-one-is-in-spite-of-what-one-ought-to-be. Two 
cases will illustrate the idea that, during musical performances, Gypsy musicians 
return what is projected onto them, thus allowing an expansion of the Serbian per- 
sona to embrace a more complete experience of Self. A third case will show how 
this mechanism helped local Serbs to come to terms with the war that disrupted 
their lives. 

Outstanding musicians 
The issue under discussion - society's Others are invited to articulate the soul of 
the more settled members - has often been noted. We need not only think of guitar- 
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strumming Gypsies, fiddling Jews, or the screams and sighs of Afro-American sing- 
ers to conclude that society's Others play a special and prominent role in musical 
cultures. As Alan P. Merriam noted a long time ago, this peculiarity in the social 
organisation of music has 'a rather remarkable world distribution' (Merriam 1964, 
p. 140). 

Gypsies, for example, have not only been able to sell their musical products 
all over Europe, but have also managed to do so in Northern Africa and the Middle 
East as well (Clebert 1963). Jews have been active as itinerant musicians since the 
Middle Ages. In Eastern Europe, so called klezmer-bands performed for non-Jewish 
peasants well into the nineteenth century (Salmen 1983; Slobin 1984), whereas the 
Jews in Iran and the Middle East - alongside Kurds and Armenians - 

appear for a long time to have held a disproportionate number of musical positions. In early 
twentieth century Iran they played roles as professional entertainers at weddings and other 
Muslim events. (Nettle 1983, p. 341) 

Barth draws attention to the musical specialism of black ex-slaves in Oman (1983, 
pp. 42-9). Ames and Erlmann have noticed that West African professional 
musicians almost exclusively belong to a group that is ethnically different from the 
audiences for whom they play (Ames 1973, p. 274; Erlmann 1983, pp. 187-225). 

Other examples suggest that Otherness - rather than race or ethnicity - is 
what matters in musical specialism. In India, Muslim wedding bands perform in 
areas that are predominantly Hindu; in Nepal, professional musicians are exclus- 
ively recruited among low-caste butchers and tailors (Boonzaajer Flaes, personal 
communication); whereas in Afghanistan, musical specialists are found among infa- 
mous barbers and bathhouse operators (Slobin 1976, p. 30). 

The suggestion that a relationship exists between Otherness and the attri- 
bution of musical talent is further endorsed by the fact that musicians who cannot 
be readily distinguished as Other often mark their difference by way of special 
clothing and deviant behaviour. The deviant life-style of pop musicians, discussed 
so obsessively in the tabloid press, comes readily to mind, but equivalents can be 
found elsewhere. The Moroccan singers described by Brown 'were not considered 
"decent" men. Other people suspected them of lacking morality and piety, and 
accused them of being men of bad character and chronic smokers of hashish' (1976, 
pp. 98-9). Musical specialists in Islamic Hausa society are described as 'in effect an 
institutionalized group of deviants' (Ames 1973, p. 274). In medieval and early 
modern Europe itinerant musicians 'were in many ways a distinctive group. They 
wore unusual clothes, gay and parti-colored' (Burke 1983, pp. 98-9); McLeod notes 
that the 'musician is highly visible in Madagascar, as he wears special clothing 
either for performance or as street wear' (McLeod 1964, p. 284), and Greek rembeti1ca 
singers in the 1920s 'seem to have been particularly colorful with provocatively 
eccentric costumes - it was fashionable to wear a jacket with one sleeve left out' 
(Holst 1983, p. 23). 

There is - to cut short our sampling from this somewhat Fraserian collection 
of ethnographic bric-a-brac - ample evidence to suggest that being an outstanding 
musician often quite literally means: to be standing out. Yet whereas the pattern 
has been widely noticed, its occurrence has hardly been accounted for. 

Authors who have addressed the issue tend to argue that the power of music - 
the spell it puts on people, the emotions and bodily sensations it provokes, the 
wordless eloquence of its sounds - makes it a force that is both appealing and 
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dangerous. Attempts to subject this force to the ideologies that dominate the public 
arena (or to use it for the promotion of these ideologies) can be found in every 
society. The marginalisation of musicians who do not comply with musical rules 
and regulations, i.e., use the power of music for undesirable ends, could be 
explained along these lines. Chailly, for example, has described the demonisation 
of wandering minstrels by the medieval clergy, who considered the secular use of 
music as undermining their teachings (1978). Islamic doctrines on music, as Farmer 
has shown in his classical treatise of the subject, condemn the secular singer for 
detracting attention from the words of the prophet, whereas the instrumentalist is 
portrayed as the muezzin of the devil, calling on the people to worship him (1967, 
pp. 2S5; Sakata 1983, p. 38). Neil Leonard's study lazz and the White Audience pro- 
vides fine examples as to how, at the beginning of this century, American musicians 
with an academic background saw the lofty moral purposes they had attributed to 
music disturbed by the rising popularity of jazz. Academic music making should 
provoke 'a kind of emotion which traditionalists called "passion", the longing for 
an ideal world of perfection' (1962, p. 40). The new sound was perceived as 'the 
bleating of sheep', 'cacophony' and 'the distortion of every aesthetic principle' 
(ibid., p. 30). Jazz, it was argued, 'would send a continuous whirl of impressionable 
stimulations to the brain, producing thoughts and imaginations which overpower 
the will. Reason and reflection are lost and the actions of the persons are directed 
by the stronger animal passions' (ibid., p. 33), and many agreed that 'the impulse 
for this wildness that has undoubtedly come over many things besides the music 
of this country is most certainly traceable to the negro influence' (ibid., p. 38). 

Although explanations that take as a point of departure the observation that 
society pushes musicians towards the margins are indispensable for an understand- 
ing of the phenomenon of the marginal musician, I do not find this approach 
entirely satisfying. As Farmer stated, doctrines on music 'have been honoured more 
in the breach than in the observance' (Farmer 1967, p. 34). Blacks, Jews, Gypsies 
and all the other outstanding musicians that appear in ethno(musico)logical texts 
could only become musical specialists because other members of the society 
acknowledged their claim and accorded them the role and status they sought for 
themselves (Merriam 1964, p. 125). In other words, their musical behaviour may 
have been 'improper', but it was nonetheless, or rather, it was for that very reason, 
much sought after. 

This focus on deviance, rather than success, on the ideological constructs 
within which music occurs, rather than the lived practices, has resulted in studies 
that remain, to borrow a term from Clifford Geertz (1983, pp. 57-8), 'experience 
distant'. One cannot understand the phenomenon of Gypsy music without paying 
attention to how Gypsy musicians diverge from the ideological restraints society 
has put on music-making. Also one cannot understand its significance - the sparkle 
that comes in the eyes of so many when they speak about the musical abilities of 
Gypsies; a sparkle that, if I am allowed to empathise, refers to recollections of 
nightly escapades in the Gypsy tavern, to shivers running up-and-down one's 
spine, to goose-bumps on one's skin, to the bitter tears of drunken despair or oce- 
anic feelings of happiness, in short, to the lived-through experiences Gypsy 
musicians bring about - if one describes their music-making solely in terms of doing 
something 'wrong' . 

In this paper, then, I would propose an opposite line of reasoning; one that 
starts from the observation that society recruits musicians from the margins. I will 
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also return to Serbia, most particularly to the town of Novi Sad and its Serb inhabi- 
tants who regularly violate the taboos and prohibitions that separate them from the 
Gypsy community in their quest for musical treasures. 

Gypsies as musical specialists in Novi Sad 

For centuries, Serbs4 have recruited their musicians na kraju sela, as the expression 
has it: 'at the far end of the village' (i.e., where the Gypsies live). 
Ethno(musico)logists have pointed out that the ascendancy of Gypsy musicians in 
this part of Europe first appeared in the armies and multi-ethnic cities of the Otto- 
man Balkans (D. Petrovic 1981). Soon, however, Gypsies spread their product in 
the surrounding Slav peasant society, where the locals frowned upon professional 
musicianship as infamous, yet could not resist the musical magic of the advanced 
instrumental and big-city sounds the Gypsy orchestra had brought to them. The 
Gypsies on their part - so the argument continues - had every reason to develop 
their musical skills: 

For them, music was a swift and easy way to make themselves indispensable in our society. 
Travelling from one place to the next, they were quick to add new local repertory to their 
musical program, taking it from village to village, from town to town, thus establishing 
themselves as the musical innovators of the Balkans. (R. Petrovic 1974, p. 157) 

Vukanovic suggests that 

the prospects offered to a good musician were the most brilliant career a Gypsy mind could 
imagine for himself: he would spend his life in a round of constant delight, eating and 
drinking to his heart's content. (1962, p. 46) 

Today, the prominence of Gypsies in the Serbian music scene is hard to miss. 
At the time of my fieldwork a provincial town like Novi Sad and its vicinities 
boasted no less then twenty restaurants and taverns where Gypsy orchestras go 
around the tables to play music on request, or cheer up weddings and other cel- 
ebrations. Gypsies playing music in the streets of Novi Sad, or simply carrying 
musical instruments, were an almost daily encounter during my stay; record shops 
were full with the latest releases from Gypsy artists; and when Gypsies appeared 
on Serbian TV or radio, it was almost exclusively in the capacity of musician. 

Gypsy musicians themselves were the first to explain to me their dominant 
role in the music scene by saying they are 'born musicians'. 'The music is in our 
blood,' they would tell me over and over again, and then they would expatiate 
upon their fathers and grandfathers who had been musicians, and the musical 
careers they had planned for their sons. The message that nature has blessed them 
with musical talent was repeated during their performances. With an intuitive grasp 
of impression-management, they would display their virtuoso technique with an air 
of casual indifference (sometimes acrobatically throwing around their instruments). 
They also would produce musical sounds from non-musical items, such as tables, 
spoons, and glasses; even suggesting congeniality with songbirds as they made 
their instruments produce the tweeting and twittering of a nightingale. Our music 
was never learned, so they suggested. It just pours out of us. It is what and who 
we are.5 

Their Serbian patrons seem to agree. Surveys that chart popular prejudice 
against Gypsies by Krkeljic (1977), Vukajlovic (1986) and Kuzmanovic (1992) show 
that 'knowledge of music' (sa smislom za muziku) is mentioned most frequently as a 
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characteristic of Gypsies ('dirty' comes second; 'merry' third). When I asked people 
about this, they would say things like 'playing music is in their nature'; 'you see 
them playing at the age of three'; 'music is in their genes'; 'that's how they are; 
they don't go to school, they'd rather play music'. These one-liners would come 
without prior thought from what apparently was considered to be common-sense. 
A friend who gave the issue a second thought told me that Gypsies 'may be techni- 
cally inferior, but they're the best when it comes to create himung (mood, spirit)'. 
And Nenad, a well-known regular in the Novi Sad taverns, also cared to be more 
precise when he stated 'well, let us say, sixty per cent of them are blessed with 
musical talent, because some of them have no ear for music at all!' 

Such attempts at precision were exceptional, though. Even Serbs who com- 
plained bitterly over the performance staged by a particular Gypsy orchestra - a 
complaint I heard many times - never really seemed to give up their belief in the 
musical abilities of the Gypsies. And even Nenad ended his remark on the lack of 
talent of some Gypsies by saying 'on the other hand, when I come to think of my 
brother who is an opera singer, who has won prizes and all, well, you know, he 
sings from notes. Beautiful, really. But something is missing.' 

Yet, in spite of all its support,6 the idea that certain groups are endowed with 
'a natural talent' for music must be rejected. Just as Gypsies are not the natural 
thieves, liars and crooks they have been taken to be for centuries, they are not 
natural musicians either. Speaking about musical talent as some innate character- 
istic of certain groups is to ignore the fact that concepts such as 'musical talent' or 
'a gift for music' ultimately imply a judgement about musical performance; an opi- 
nion as to how music should, or should not, sound. In other words, the qualification 
'he has the music in his blood' depends on evidently cultural notions such as taste, 
style, a sense of measurement, and the like. Cultural analysis - not blood-testing - 
should help explain what all this talk about 'musical races' is about. A closer look 
at Gypsy music might be a first step in the right direction. 

Gypsy music: a curious portrait of Serbhood 
Describing - let alone defining - the concept of Gypsy music is not an easy task. 
First of all, a distinction must be made between the (largely vocal) music Gypsies 
make for their own pleasure or their own rituals (Buric 1990), and the music they 
play as professional musicians for a non-Gypsy audience. Serbs who talk about 
Gypsy music refer to the latter category. 

This was clearly illustrated during an international Gypsy music festival in 
Belgrade at the time of my fieldwork. The Serb visitors were clearly bent on having 
a wild night with the Gypsies. Many had dressed themselves in ragged Gypsy style, 
had brought along tambourines, and were dancing Gypsy-like dances, with waving 
arms, rolling bellies and circling hips. They had already been stirred up by glossy 
shows from Serbian, Spanish, and Russian Gypsy bands when an ensemble took 
the stage whose program was presented as 'authentic Gypsy music from the Voyvo- 
dina'. The repertoire of this group consisted of vocal music, accompanied by the 
beating of broom sticks and earthen pots. But this confrontation with what - from 
an ethnomusicological point of view - might be labelled 'the real thing' produced 
nothing but laughter and booing from the audience. They wanted Gypsy music, 
their Gypsy music, that is. And the party only continued when the unfortunate 
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ensemble had left the stage, and popular Gypsy singer Saban Bajramovic made his 
appearance to sing in a musical idiom which his Serb audience could appreciate. 

Gypsy music, as understood by the Serbs, might therefore best be described 
as a particular way of performing Serbian folk music. To be able to grasp the mean- 
ing of this 'particular way' a few words need to be said about this folk music; more 
precisely, about its significance as a marker of Serb identity. 

'We are what we sing' is what a Serbian peasant woman once told ethnomusic- 
ologist Radmilla Petrovic.7 I dare say this sentiment is widely shared in Serbia. 
Singing the old songs is a highly popular pastime in a town like Novi Sad. When 
groups of friends or families join together - for weddings, slava (celebrations of the 
family's patron saint), or other festive events - singing at some point will take over 
from talking. Most people in Novi Sad have access to an enormous repertoire of 
songs. Effortlessly they will sing away a whole evening and the following night, 
going from rowdy bachelor songs and melancholic love songs to both rustic and 
martial varieties of nationalist chant.8 

'Singing the old songs' is a good example of what I have been argued pre- 
viously about the use of musical power to strengthen group norms and values. The 
transformation of a group of talking individuals into a singing collective is, for 
anybody who witnesses it, a highly emotional and impressive event. Singing in 
unison, welding the emotions and bodily sensations of the singing individual with 
the shared imagery of the lyrics, and the collective sound of the song, these musical 
events must be extremely effective in strengthening group cohesion.9 I do not, there- 
fore, find it surprising that nationalist rhetoric - almost hysterical at the time of my 
research - used the idea of 'our songs' frequently to justify political goals. The Tito 
regime was often portrayed as a period when it was forbidden to sing Serbian songs 
(for fear of the nationalist sentiments they would awake: yet another indication of 
the powers attributed to music!) and when taverns were shut down because too 
much Serbian music was played in them. 'Never again will they prohibit us from 
singing our songs!' was a frequent comment. 

The importance of song as an expression of Serbian Self leaves us with the 
astonishing fact that when these songs are being interpreted by a Gypsy - a non- 
Serb, and a more or less despised one at that - the performance is evaluated as 
'deeper', 'more genuine', more 'real', more 'soulful'. 

By most people, that is. As early as 1910, ethnographer Tihomir Djordjevic 
wrote that the Gypsies 

de-characterize and 'Gypsy-up' the music of our people. They change this archaic and primi- 
tive folk music as they see fit. Even the most basic characteristics of our music aren't left 
unaltered. Aspects they don't like are simply left out; when they do like something, they 
exaggerate it. They add embellishments that, on first hearing, may seem tender and sweet, 
but which have no place in this music. (1910, p. 38) 

Since then, the argument that Gypsies mix up 'authentic' Serb folk music with 
'foreign' elements has been repeated time and again in ethno(musico)logical writ- 
ings. Gojkovic, for example, notices: 

In order to make a living, Gypsies had to opt for the kind of music popular with the locals; 
music which was cherished and listened to by the autochthonous people, regardless of 
whether this music suited the Gypsies, or whether they liked it or not. At the same time as 
meeting the popular tastes of the area, they introduced something of their own character 
into local musical tradition i.e. they changed, altered, spoiled or added elements which cer- 
tainly did not fit this music. (1985b, p. 169; see also, Vukanovic 1962, p. 58) 
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Furthermore, Gypsy music is usually characterised as extremely sentimental and 
passionate, full of oriental melismatic ornamentation, marked and accentuated 
(aksak, cocek) rhythms, frequent use of the 'Gypsy scale', augmented seconds, vib- 
rato, glissando, portamento, tremolo, and so on. 

The importance of these musicological findings to my argument is that the 
Serbs who support the equation 'our songs = who we are' find in the Gypsies' 
interpretation of these songs a strangely distorted portrait of themselves. While 
unmistakably representing a Serb, this portrait is grotesquely sentimental, painted 
in shrill colours, and full of strange and outlandish details. Most striking, however, 
is that the Serb in this portrait almost looks like a Gypsy: the performative style of 
the Gypsy musician is often described in terms that are used to characterise Gypsies 
in general. Gojkovic, for example, argues that their 'music still manifests the gipsy's 
temperament. It is explicitly sentimental and passionate; at moments ardent, tem- 
pestuous, frenetic and at moments melancholic, mild, painful' (1985b, p. 15). Else- 
where, the Gypsy's talent for improvisation is linked with the Gypsy's love of free- 
dom and contempt for rules and order (Gojkovic 1964, p. 755; Jovanovic 1970); their 
comic misinterpretations of Serbian song texts are understood as indicative of their 
lack of respect for tradition (Vukanovic 1962, p. 61). 

References to features of 'the Gypsy' would also occur when I asked my 
informants to describe Gypsy music. A student at the Novi Sad conservatory of 
music - one of my most articulate informants on the subject - portrayed his Gypsy 
colleagues as 'more emotional, less disciplined'. 

Did you know we use the expression 'Gypsy talent' for non-Gypsies as well? When you say 
'he has a "Gypsy talent" ' it means this person performs in a less disciplined, more emotional 
way. Unfortunately I don't have it, this Gypsy talent. But then again, they are not very good 
when it comes to handling music intellectually; with them, it is all emotion. Their perform- 
ances lack nuance. 

Jovica, who had been involved in the organisation of folklore festivals, explained 
the magic of Gypsy music as follows: 

People visit these bands to be cheered up, although their music is characterised by tuzna do 
bola ('sadness that borders on pain'). They're a nomadic people, you know, they always go 
around, they know the hardships of life. That's why their songs are the saddest songs you'll 
ever hear. Tuzna do bola! And they give themselves completely. Once they're near a micro- 
phone nothing will stop them! 

Apart from these connoisseurs, the great majority of people- those who had not 
really given the subject a second thought, and were less articulate, less outspoken 
about it- would simply say that when a Gypsy plays a song, the music has more 
dusa (soul). Stevica, the double-bass player from a Novi Sad Gypsy band, could not 
agree more: 

We play Serbian music, but we play it with ciganska dusa (Gypsy soul). That's something in 
here [folding his hands over his heart], and that's something only we have. 

The stranger within 

In sum, I have thus far argued that if we are to understand the prominence of Others 
in music, we should ask ourselves what forbidden fruits these Others have in stock 
(rather than focus on what is improper in their behaviour). In Serbia, Gypsies are 
valued for their specific interpretation of Serbian folk music. My attempt to articulate 
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the 'extra' that Gypsies add to Serbian folk music, however, has not taken us much 
further. It is odd (and yet seemingly unavoidable) that music, in this attempt to close 
in on its secrets, disappears more and more from the text. The man-behind-it, on the 
other hand, the Gypsy, has moved up front, if only to leave us, it seems, with taut- 
ology: what is special about Gypsy music, so the Serbs would tell me, is that it is Serb- 
ian music played by Gypsies. As the following personal case will show, this phrase 
nevertheless holds the key to a better understanding of the issues under discussion. 
'Come on, Milan! Oh, come on! Do me a favour, please! Play me something beautiful, some- 
thing for the soul (za dusu)!' 

I can still hear her say it, with that shining, dawdling voice, yearning with the edge of 
despair that comes in at three or four o'clock in the morning. 

The scene takes place in 'Gypsynight', a tavern on the outskirts of Novi Sad. Gypsy- 
night is famous for its unusual wall-decorations - neckties in all forms, shapes and colours - 
for its wine, and, most of all, for its Gypsy music. That's because Gypsynight is the place 
where the Gypsy musicians of Novi Sad gather after their work in other taverns and restaur- 
ants is done. This is where they come to drink, listen to the houseband or play among 
themselves. And this is where the townspeople go late at night to listen to 'the real thing'; 
for, as every aficionado will tell you, the real spirit of Gypsy music manifests itself most 
evidently when a Gypsy plays 'za dusu', i.e. not for money. 

The pleading woman is a Serb beauty. She's young - a student, probably. She has done 
her dark hair in a loose bun, wisps hanging down to her shoulder. She wears large golden 
earrings and a flowered shawl with long fringes. In front of her, on the wooden table, lies 
the tambourine she brought along. 

Obviously, she wants to be something like a Gypsy for the night. She may have heard 
that Gypsynight is the place where- as people would tell me- 'the girls dance on the tables' 
or 'the Gypsies go wild'. Something of that order must have brought her here, all dressed 
up in her Carmenesque outfit, in the middle of the night. But somehow, the spirit has not 
come over her. Carmen has not spoken yet. She has not climbed the tables. Her tambourine 
lies in front of her, silent and motionless. A masquerade, it appears, is not enough if one is 
to become a Gypsy. The many drinks she - judging by her languid glance - must have had 
haven't helped either, nor the fact that the orchestra has been playing for hours on end 
already. 

So now she's pleading with Milan, the handsome tamburica player. 
'Oh please, Oh please, do play me something for the soul!' 
Milan takes in the flatteries from the young woman. He drinks his whiskey, visibly 

enjoys the situation. Well aware that he may make or break her evening, he doesn't falter. 
'No, no, no,' he says with a golden smile, and orders another whiskey to fuel her hopes and 
prolong her pleasant company. 

'That chick!' he says when he drives me home later that night. 'Did you hear how she 
begged and pleaded for a soulful song? Well, who does she think she is! Look, if she had 
brought along a thousand Deutschmarks, then, maybe, I would have played for the soul!' 

Play something for the soul so that the spirit may arise is what this girl seemed to 
be saying. Play something real so that I can become the Gypsy I want to be. She 
did not ask him to produce some sort of concert-piece that would leave her in the 
role of the passive listener. She wanted to be moved by the music; to be moved 
towards the Gypsy universe she envisions under that acoustic dome erected by the 

. . 

muslclans. 

The wish to be 'just like a Gypsy' or explore the Gypsy universe is a recurrent 
theme in Serbian popular culture. It is what urges people to produce, organise 
and visit plays, films and festivals about Gypsies; what seduces them into buying 
expensive, fancy coffee-table books about the life of the Gypsies; and what inspires 
them to read poetry or to tell their children bedtime stories about it. And this wish 
can only be understood in the context of the strivings of the Serbs to live up to the 
demands of European civilisation.l° 
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These strivings are particularly manifest in Novi Sad, a town that up until 
World War I formed part of the Habsburg Empire. The inhabitants of Novi Sad 
take pride in the idea that their town is the cradle of a European Serbia, in contrast 
to what they perceive as 'the primitive, oriental Balkans' that start further south. 
They extol the virtues of modern times and kultura and arrange themselves behind 
the banner of European civilisation. 

Within this ideological framework, Gypsies represent what might best be lab- 
elled 'the stranger within'. Serbian children who misbehave, for example, are often 
referred to as Gypsies. 'Don't sit on the floor, you're not a Gypsy', 'just look how 
dirty you are, you look like a Gypsy', or 'Listen to him, cursing like a Gypsy!' a 
mother will say. Children learn that to be a decent citizen of Novi Sad equals not 
being a Gypsy. But they learn something else as well, for the implication of the 
message that Serbs should not behave like Gypsies is that they have urges and 
inclinations that are just like the Gypsy. The prohibition, in other words, acknowl- 
edges common ground: if it were not for the disciplines of education and civiliz- 
ation, we would all be Gypsies. 

The practice of scolding can illustrate further how this construct operates. In 
the former Yugoslavia many Croats used to call Serbs - whom they considered to 
be their less civilised, primitive compatriots - 'Gypsies', much to the anger of the 
Serbs (who in their turn would describe neigbouring Rumania as 'a primitive Gypsy 
country'). But 'Gypsy' is a common term of abuse among Serbs as well, and what 
needs to be considered here is the fact that it is effective. People actually take offence 
when being called a 'Gypsy', whereas calling them Icelanders would leave them 
indifferent. Apparently somewhere deep inside the Gypsy still lives, and can be 
called into existence. 

Friendlier appeals to this stranger within can be found as well. The same 
children who are nicknamed 'Gypsies' for rude and uncivilised behaviour can be - 
for exactly the same behaviour - called affectionately 'my little Gypsy'; books, sto- 
ries and films present Gypsies as either street-wise heroes or innocent victims of 
the world's injustice; flirting with Gypsy-ness in clothing, attitude and demeanor 
can upgrade one's sexual appeal; and, as a reviewer of the collection of poems Pain: 
A Gypsy Rhapsody argued: 

in these poems we are lead into the life of Gypsies, a world that, although we may not have 
realized it, is our world. Poetry about Gypsies is therefore never just that: it is poetry about 
every human being. (Dretar 1991, p. 74) 

The muted acknowledgement that 'a Gypsy' lives in everybody may well explain 
scenes like those in Gypsynight. 

In the Gypsy tavern, all present seem to participate in the creation of a situ- 
ation that, following Michael Taussig, could be labelled mimesis: a situation 'in 
which it is far from easy to say who is the imitator and who is imitated, which is 
copy and which is original' (Taussig 1993, p. 78). Whereas the customers may 
appear in Gypsy attire, the Gypsy band appears in pinstripe suits, spotless white 
shirts, shining shoes and fancy Homburg hats. They are all smiles and blandness 
and decency. 'In Gypsynight you'll find the real Gypsies, real Habsburg Gypsies', 
an informant told me, endless layers of meaning resonating in the conspiratorial 
tone of his voice. And as I witnessed how these fine gentlemen started to sing the 
bachelor songs (becarci) and fill the air with obscenity and double entendres, I under- 
stood what he meant (and what all those neckties were doing on the wall). Serbs 
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and Gypsies, anthropologists and subjects, Habsburg and Balkan, our songs and 
their songs, civilisation and wildness: in places like Gypsynight these categories are 
not as neatly distinguishable as they might otherwise appear. 

'He! Hay! We're the Gypsies' is what the orchestra sings 

He! Hay! We're the Gypsies! 
We always sing it out 
and we'll fuck whatever we'll find 
whether it's a foal or a cow! 

And the Serbs sing along 

He! Haj! We're the Gypsies! 
We always sing it out 
We're of the Pharaoh's kind 
pinching whatever comes along! 

In this whirling confusion of images - images of Self, images of Other- a young 
woman may find herself climbing the tables, going wild, being-what-she-is-in-spite- 
of-what-she-ought-to-be. And if, for some reason, this air of letting go is not suf- 
ficient for the spirit to come over her, she may even find herself seducing the Gypsy 
musician, working on his sentiments, pleading with him to give back, in musical 
form, what was projected onto him. 

More about this stranger within 
The mimetic play that is being performed in the Gypsy tavern raises the question 
whose 'soul' Serbs are talking about when they mention the 'soul' of Gypsy music. 
Is it really the Gypsy's soul they are after? Or does the Gypsy merely enable them 
to reflect upon their own soul and being? 

The Restaurant Play Off lacks everything the Gypsy tavern stands for - it boasts white bistro 
chairs with flowered cushions, the wine is served in sextagonal glasses (as if to discourage 
you from drinking), and the orchestra is made up of exclusively Serb musicians. 

A woman and her husband are sitting next to the table where I am sitting with some 
friends. The husband is a greyish figure. You wouldn't have noticed him were it not for his 
wife: forty-five, one would think, dressed in a white and blue striped cardigan, beige slacks 
and a fair amount of make-up behind her spectacles. She, too, would have been rather 
unnoticed, if not for that mundane cigarette holder and the colour of her hair: a screaming 
red that only chemicals can produce. 

They have finished their meal, and when the orchestra nears their table she asks them to 
play some Gypsy songs. First she asks for the Russian Gypsy songs that are considered to be 
the finest and most tasteful in the Gypsy repertoire. After a couple of songs, however, she 
switches to songs in Romany, the Gypsy language. She produces these songs effortlessly, 
although the language must be alien to her, and she probably hardly knows the meaning of the 
words she is singing. Then something 'breaks' in her (I would not know how to put it 
differently). She pushes her chair slightly back, clenches the table and sings. Sings with all her 
power. All the customers in Play Off turn around to see where this vocal violence comes from. 
Haj-haj-yo-ho! she screams during the instrumental intermezzi of the song. Ay! Ay! Chororo! 
As if in a reflex action her hands go up. She claps and beats the table, her jewelery tinkles along. 
Then again she moves her hands elegantly in the oriental fashion, shakes her shoulders and 
bosom as if dancing a seductive belly dance. She sways her head as if she had long black hair 
instead of this red dye. Her facial expression has changed as well. 'I own the world' is what she 
seems to say when she pouts her lips in what my diary (I must have been a bit drunk myself 
that night) describes as 'reminiscent of American porn-starlets when they simulate orgasm'. 

The double-bass player winks at me. He appears embarrassed. What this woman is 
doing is unheard of in a place like Play Off. This is the kind of restaurant where people 
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come to talk, to indulge in endless philosophies. Her husband seems embarrassed as well. 
In all his greyness he nervously plucks the rim of his spectacles, does not look up from his 
empty plate and hums along. What else could he have done? Singing along is the only way 
to prevent his wife from becoming a vulgar cafe-singer. With his half-hearted humming the 
situation might still be read as 'a middle-aged couple finishing off their evening out with a 
round of song'. My friends - it appears they know the woman vaguely- give me discon- 
certed looks as well. They confirm my enthusiastic remarks about how wonderful it is when 
a person can so fully let go of herself. 'Yeah, yeah,' they say hesitantly, 'isn't it.' 

In Play Off there was not a Gypsy musician around, and yet this vignette aptly 
illustrates the equation of the Gypsy with 'the stranger within'. As she sang songs 
in Romany and acted out the archetypical postures of the Gypsy girl who figures 
in the Serbian theatres, cinema and television folklore shows - seductive, self- 
assured, proud and sexy - this woman's behaviour could easily be described as 
possession, 'the invasion of the field of consciousness by the other' (Rouget 1985, 
p. 93). The notion of possession may help to underscore the totality of the trans- 
formation: Gilbert Rouget has described many similar cases where a tune that can 
be recognised as belonging to a certain spirit suffices to trigger possession; people 
susceptible to it fall into a trance and start to act like the spirit that has taken 
possession of them. In Africa - to follow examples given by Rouget - people who 
ordinarily speak a given African language talk in Arabic when the spirit possessing 
them is thought to be of Arab origin; whereas Jeanne des Agnes, an eighteenth- 
century nun, spoke Hebrew when possessed by Beelzebub. 

When the red-haired woman had returned to herself my friends compli- 
mented her with the quality of her voice. She laughed away the whole event, light- 
ing another cigarette. Yes, she giggled nervously, yes, oh yes, she had always loved 
to sing, she had sung in church choirs ever since she was a child . . . 

I never asked her what these Gypsy songs meant to her. For some reason, the 
cigarette, the giggling and the church choirs she mentioned - this whole retreat into 
'merely singing a song' - suggested that it was not the proper thing to ask. Left with 
silence I can only try to answer the question imaginatively, guessing- empathising- 
enviously reconstructing what must have been going on in her heart and mind, and 
in the hearts and minds of other aficionados of the Gypsy orchestra. 'Wholeness' is the 
word that keeps returning in my Novi Sad diaries, where I tried to find words to 
describe these nightly events: being a Serb singing the old songs, and yet allowing a 
reconciliation with the stranger inside; undoing the divides that civilisation has 
created; giving way to feelings that have been called 'oceanic', to the sensation of 
everything falling into place. Maybe it is that wholeness which I see in the bodily 
deportment of that woman when the Gypsy's spirit came over her in Play Off, and in 
the expression on her face. For the duration of the song, she had enlarged her ordinary 
being; expanded her ordinary self with the strangeness within, and experienced a 
wholeness that materialised in a facial expression saying: 'I own the world'. 

Further into the transformation of the self: the case of Goran Stajic 
The story that was told to me by Goran Stajic about a bacchanal in yet another 
tavern provides a somewhat clearer picture of what may happen when one meets 
the stranger within. It also shows that these encounters can be far from frivolous. 

Four months after my arrival in Novi Sad, war broke out in Yugoslavia. As with many of 
the middle-class citizens from Novi Sad, Goran Stajic could only perceive this war as an 
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impossibility that had proved to be possible. His understanding of himself, his compatriots, 
his society were severely shaken. 

'I am beginning to lose control, things are getting out of hand,' was one of the first 
things he said when he took his seat on a Novi Sad terrace where we had met to have a 
drink. He was much too late and a little drunk. It was a warm, sultry summer night and we 
were talking about the war that raged in eastern Slavonia, just a little further up the Danube. 
I told him that the contrast was hard to digest: the world as it was at a Novi Sad terrace, 
with its fashion-conscious people, toasting their drinks and having polite conversations and 
the nearby reality of eastern Slavonia, where, at that very moment, people were being brut- 
ally butchered. Stajic slowly shook his head, a sombre look on his face. 

'You are wrong,' he said. 'There is no difference between the people on this terrace 
and the murderous gangs up there.' He told me that the civilisation I witnessed was nothing 
but a thin layer of varnish. 
'Ultimately,' Goran Stajic said, 'We Serbs are all the same.' 

These remarks were nothing like him; it was as if I was talking to another person. Like 
many others in 'Habsburg' Novi Sad, Stajic had previously always accredited the violence 
to the Serbs from down south; the 'colonists', as he would call them, the 'hot-headed Balkan 
Serbs' who were moved to these fertile northern plains shortly after World War II to help 
realise the ambitious agricultural programmes of the socialist government. 
'We, the Serbs from Voyvodina, have lived with others for centuries. There was never any 
problem until these mountaineers came to our land,' he used to say. 'We're not like them. 
We're different.' 

For some reason, that story had changed now. 
'I feel so threatened,' he said. 'When they give me a gun tomorrow and send me to 

defend my country I will go. I'm ready for it.' 
Again, I responded with disbelief. I knew Stajic was not a violent person. In order to 

convince me of the changes that were taking place in his mind he told me an anecdote. 
There had been four of them: Stajic himself, a female colleague from his newspaper, 

and two politicians from Belgrade. They had made reservations for the back room of a well- 
known restaurant in order to discuss important matters in privacy. Matters of war, I could 
deduct from his words, because at some point during the lunch two volunteers had arrived, 
'straight from the east Slavonian front, looking for silencers'. 

'They were big men,' said Stajic, 'they had served in the foreign legion; the kind of 
men that only drink fruit-juice. The type that you know can kill.' 

Stajic and his colleague had also ordered a Gypsy musician to come and play in the 
back room. It was the old tamburica player from the restaurant's house band. He had sat 
with them, just a little behind the female colleague, so as 'to play softly into her ears'. They 
had been drinking wine and singing the old songs. 

'Our songs, the songs from Voyvodina,' he said. 
There had been a song by Miroslav Antic as well, called 'MoliEva', 'Prayer'. Later, back 

home, I looked it up in Antic's famous collection of Gypsy poems. It was a poem about 
yearning for something to hold on to, for things that stay on. A song against uprootedness. 

Then he talked about the drunkenness that had come over them. They had ordered 
one bottle of wine after another. They had drunk the wine from the empty ice bowls. Stajic 
had smashed several glasses to pieces. They had crashed to the floor 'in a thousand pieces'. 
In his entire life he had never done that before - 'maybe once, during a wedding, but that 
was just for fun'. 

The feeling had been 'great' he told me when asked about it. 
One of the men from Belgrade had carried a gun, loaded and all. At one point he had 

brought the thing out and put it on the table. They had made jokes about the direction in which 
it pointed; alternately they had turned the gun around, aiming the barrel at one another. Later 
they had baited the old Gypsy musician with it. They had forced him to play something beauti- 
ful, something sentimental. They had yelled at him that he should sing the complete song, that 
he should not try to leave out a couple of stanzas or so. With the gun pointed at him he had 
refrained from such dirty tricks. He had trembled with fear, the old Gypsy. 

Goran Stajic spoke about it in a sober voice, without the bravado that usually 
accompanies stories like this. But he spoke without shame as well. As if he were talking 
about someone else. As if asking: 'was it me who did this?' 
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Later on in our conversation we returned to the event. I asked him whether it had 
been tempting to make the Gypsy do something at gunpoint. 

'Very much so,' he said. I tried to imagine it. Thinking out loud I said: 'it must be that 
sensation of power. You are, in a very direct way, in charge of things.' 

He agreed. 

Goran Stajic's story may seem to have taken us far away from the questions put 
forward in this paper. And yet experiences such as these - much to the chagrin of 
the author who does not want to see his argument become blurred and his mind 
obfuscated - colour the evaluation of 'the Gypsy' as a gifted musician who can 
bring out the 'soul' of Serbian being. 

The sequence of events during the bacchanal is one of becoming more and 
more (in Stajic's opinion, deteriorating into) the 'hot-headed-Balkan-dweller'. It 
starts with singing the 'old songs from the Voyvodina' (undoubtedly to impress the 
two southern guests with Habsburg finesse); then, the appearance of the militia 
men (cold, fruit-juice drinking killers); the drunkenness of Stajic and his guests; the 
smashing of glasses; the mock war at the table, resulting in the abuse of the Gypsy 
musician, forcing him to play something fine and beautiful at gunpoint (how civi- 
lised can you be under the threat of violence, they seem to ask themselves). After 
the event, Stajic seemed convinced that divides between Habsburg and Balkan Serbs 
are futile, that civilisation is nothing but a thin layer of varnish. 

Stajic's story, then, tells us that the stranger within, once brought to life, does 
not neatly adhere to his Gypsy costume. He may transform into many shapes: the 
archetypal 'primitive Serb'; a Western-style cafe hero with smoking guns; a Serbian 
warrior; a never-dreamed-of-womaniser. 

As with the red-haired woman, I do not know what Goran Stajic would 
remember of this event if I were to ask him today. He would probably say there 
was that wild night with the Gypsies, just at the beginning of the war, when he 
had sung the old songs, when he had become drunk and all: 'One of these nights 
with the Gypsies, you know . . .'. And maybe he would tell me that we ought to go 
to the Gypsies once more, saying - as he had done months before - they may be 
technically inferior, but they are the best when it comes to creating svtimung. 

Concluding remarks 
In this paper I have argued that the old cliche that music brings forth community 
spirit, so visibly acted out during the intimate encounters between Gypsy musicians 
and their Serbian customers, needs a thorough revision. For if we look behind the 
scenes that meet the eye, it is not the Gypsy who is invited by the Serbs to 'exterior- 
ise their state of soul', but the Other as the repressed self. I have described this 
imaginary Gestalt as a product of the combined work of the imagination of the 
Serbian customer and the role-playing of the Gypsy musician. In other words, the 
fraternisation with (or, as we saw, the harassment of) the Gypsy musician is first 
and foremost a fraternisation with (or harassment of) the unwanted parts of the 
Serbian Self. From this perspective there is nothing enigmatic about Gypsies being 
able to articulate musically the intimate knowledge about their non-Gypsy cus- 
tomers or Serbs needing Gypsy musicians to 'exteriorise their soul'.ll 

The view that I have presented gives little credit to the musicianship of the 
Gypsy musicians, indeed it might be argued that my exploration of people's writ- 
ings, sayings, and their silence or reticence concerning Gypsy music - as well as 
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their actions upon it - has left us circling around the phenomenon itself: that the 
musical experience itself has been left untouched in this text. 

But then again, an anthropologist writing about music should probably not 
expect more. It may well be - as Gilbert Rouget reminds us - that music touches us 
physiologically, psychologically, affectively, and aesthetically; that it brings about a 
transformation in the structure of consciousness, and profoundly modifies the under- 
standing we have of ourselves and of the world (Rouget 1985, p. 123). Yet anthropol- 
ogists - listening, asking questions, looking around - have to squeeze their insights 
from material of a different nature. Anthropologists have to base their arguments on 
thin material: on the hopelessly muted music-talk of laymen. They have to deal with 
the fact that most people do not talk about music, do not ponder about its powers and 
impact, even refuse to do so; they take in the music as it comes, enjoy its wordless 
insights, its corporeal truths, happily explore the possibilities of not having to be 
articulate and outspoken. (Tell a Serb he is a Gypsy and he can only take it as an insult, 
probably will punch you in the face. Play it to him and he will follow along, eagerly, 
wantingly.) What they do say is aimed at evoking recollections of musical experiences 
(assuming they are shared and understood), rather than explicating them. 

'Hmmm, great song, great singer,' 
'Yeah, isn't it.' 

On the other hand, this paper has shown that the reticence of my Serb inform- 
ants is not to be confounded with the outdated idea that music only signifies itself; 
that it is a closed, 'insular', system of meaning. Experiences with Gypsy music 
derive their meaning from the wider webs of significance in which they occur, the 
wider concerns they speak to, the wider fields of experience they invoke. In that 
sense, Gypsy music can 'say' something about matters as diverse as the joys and 
sorrows of Serbhood, the discontents of civilisation, the bellicose nature of homo 
balcanicus, or the existential condition of finding yourself married to a greyish figure 
in the habit of plucking the rims of his spectacles. What is 'said' of music, however, 
is never definite: 'the assignment of one rather than another possible meaning to 
each form is never explicitly made' (Langer 1942, p. 240). 

This freedom of definite forms, definite meanings is - in comparison with 
Serbians making Serbian music - what might be called the 'soul' of Gypsy music. 
Gypsy musicians invite their audiences to grant their forbidden, nightly, I-want-to- 
dance-on-the-table-Selves the right to exist, next to, or in reconciliation with, the 
Selves that walk the streets of civilised 'Habsburg' Novi Sad during the day. Just 
like clowns, tricksters and fools, Gypsy musicians bring about 'a spiritual shock- 
therapy that breaks up the patterns of thought and rationality that hold us in bond- 
age and in which the given and established order of things is deformed, reformed, 
and reformulated; a playful speculation on what was, is, or might be; a remark on 
the indignity of any closed system' (Babcock 1984, p. 102). 

A last word on generalisations. Is it possible to link my specific fieldwork 
findings from Novi Sad with ethnographic reports about that infamous Ghagar-tribe, 
'whose men made music and have their women-folk dance to it publicly' 
(Michels-Gebler 1984, p. 36), or the Sleb, a donkey-driving tribe of musicians from 
the Saudi Arabian peninsula, whose women are extraordinarily beautiful but who 
are in the lowest rungs of the desert hierarchy, 'despised even more than the Gyp- 
sies' (ibid., p. 30)? The scientifically correct thing to say, of course, would be: 
'further investigation will have to show . . .'. The other thing one can say is: yes, I 
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think it is possible to link these accounts from Serbia to evidence from elsewhere. 
Establishing a notion of Self by way of projecting unwanted parts of the Self onto 
significant Others, appears to be a near universal. Time and again, anthropologists 
have been told that the tribe across the hill, the inhabitants of the village further 
down the road, the folks that live in the neighbourhood across the railway, the 
people that inhabit that 'Gypsy country' further east, are dirty, loud and lazy: they 
are everything that we are not. The 'rather remarkable world distribution' of the 
outstanding musician, noticed by Merriam and discussed in the opening of this 
paper, suggests that the wish to re-inject the Self with Otherness - for exploratory 
or liberating purposes - is as common. 

Endnotes 
1. Quand un Hongrois ou un Roumain se sent triste 

ou au contraire veut se re'jouir, il lui faut de la 
musique tsigane, exteriorisant son e'tat d'ame. 

2. In the musical practice of Novi Sad, Gypsy 
musicians are all male, hence I will opt for this 
gender preference in my text. Female Gypsy 
singers are frequently mentioned in songs, 
movies, and cafe-talk, but I have never seen 
them perform (Gypsy bands sometimes do 
hire a non-Gypsy female singer). In the 
national music industry, however, particularly 
in the so-called nova komponovana narodna 
muzika (newly composed folk music or - as it 
is sometimes called - 'turbo-folk') Gypsy 
women play a significant role. I realise some 
readers might object to the way I describe 
women in this paper. I am well aware of the 
problems of some of my terminology, but I 
consider a question on rhetorical strategies in 
ethnography outside the focus of this paper. 

3. The argument that I will put forward in this 
paper is part of a broader investigation of the 
collective fantasies spun around the Gypsy 
figure in a society where recurrent and trau- 
matic warfare has alienated people from the 
ideals of civilisation that reign in public life. For 
a full account as to how these fantasies provide 
an imaginary space where Serbian urbanites 
can face the uncivilised and silenced episodes of 
their history, see van de Port (1998). 

4. In multi-ethnic Voyvodina, Serbs, Hungarians, 
Slovaks and Romanians all seem to have (had) 
'their own' gypsy musicians, speaking their 
language and playing their particular folk 
music. Even the ethnic Germans (Volkdeutsche) 
who lived in the area before World War II had 
their gypsy musicians. 'Fine musicians', I was 
told. 'They could even play from notes!' 

5. Tough competition with an ever-growing 
number of non-gypsies who have discovered 
that the musical profession pays well may help 
to explain the fervour of this statement: gypsies 
may have lost the monopoly on music-making, 
the monopoly on 'natural talent' is still theirs. 

6. The folk theory of a musical race figures in 
ethno(musico)logical writings as well. Talent 
for music is labelled 'an important gypsy 
ethnic characteristic' (Vukanovic 1962, p. 40) 
and it has been argued that 'no one ever 
disputed the gypsy's musical talent, nor the 
fact that music has always been a major part 
of their life' (Gojkovic 1977, p. 45). The 
theory is by no means limited to Serbia. So- 
called musical ability tests were done among 
Jewish and black children in the United 
States, and proved them to be only slightly 
superior to nonlewish and non-black sub- 
jects (Shuter-Dyson and Gabriel 1981, p. 
212ff.). 

7. For detailed discussions on this matter see 
Krader (1987) on group singing in the Croa- 
tian Lika region; and particularly Lortat- 
Jacob (1981) on community music in 
Morocco. 

8. Gypsy songs - for reasons that will become 
clear later on - are also considered to be 
part of the Serbian heritage of folk song. 
These songs, too, are considered to be 'our 
songs'. 

9. I hated not being able to participate to the 
full, having to stay the 'outsider'; and I was, 
indeed, more than pleased when finally I 
managed to hum along and received telling 
compliments like: 'Listen now! He is becom- 
ing a real Serb!' 

10. Elsewhere I have analysed this wish to be a 
Gypsy in greater detail (van de Port 1998). 

11. It is tempting to take the views presented in 
this paper out of the arena of the Gypsy cafe 
in order to rethink some of the mechanisms 
at work in the hostile relations between Serbs 
and the many other Others that the Balkans 
contain (Croats, Muslims, Albanians to name 
a few - obviously the analyses can also be 
made the other way around). Elsewhere I 
have analysed how people in Western 
Europe have made the Serbs into their 
Others (van de Port, forthcoming). 
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