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Introduction 

 

The year was 2008. It was the year when I began my Masters studies in Media, Communications 

and Cultural studies at UCL Institute of Education in London, and the year I got acquainted with 

the theoretical framework for something I had experienced years before as a teenager, student 

and ultimately as a music journalist. In the first few months of the program, I had the task of 

presenting two books to the class related to subcultures: Sarah Thornton’s Club Cultures (1995) 

and Andy Bennett’s Popular Music and Youth Culture: Music, Identity, and Place (2000). 

Thornton’s book provided the term ‘subcultural capital’, something that I liked to think many of 

the people I used to know in Belgrade had, whereas Bennett’s book provided me with the 

concepts of neo-tribes and, particularly, scenes, the concept I was most interested in exploring. 

The combination of the things I read there showed me how scenes could be theorized in a way 

that transcended the work I did as a music journalist. This was probably the moment that the 

idea for a PhD project on Belgrade scenes started to form, and the three I was most interested 

in were Indie Pop, Electronic Dance (EDM) and Hip Hop music scenes.  

However, as I thought about this project, a question arose: why would one research Belgrade 

music scenes? What is specific about them that deserves a proper academic treatment? 

Initially, I did some research on the existing literature, only to find out that English-language 

scholarship about Belgrade’s music scenes was almost non-existent. Moreover, when looking at 

the Serbian Hip Hop scene, for example, all the studies that appeared were written more 

recently – mostly in the last ten years – whereas the literature on Indie Pop and EDM scenes 

was very scarce overall. These points alone speak to an important contribution this thesis will 

make to the research in popular music, as it deals with the music scenes from a region rarely 

analysed by academics within the Anglosphere. I also had to ask myself what was specific about 

these scenes apart from their geographical location? How would this study add to or be 

different from existing literature on other music scenes from around the world? To answer 

these questions, I had to look inward, so to speak, and I got some answers inadvertently when I 

was providing a so-called ‘biographical confession’ for a course on Youth Cultures course within 
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my MA program in London. For this assignment, we had to write about the youth cultures and 

music from our country and our role in these. I focused on my secondary school and university 

years, which were during the 1990s, and posed a question regarding what music had meant to 

me at that time. There were several possible answers to this question. One of them was that 

music had presented some kind of taste culture at that point in my life. Another was that it had 

been a form of escapism. A better answer, perhaps, was that, for me and my friends, music and 

expression through music was something that was keeping us sane in the 1990s. To explain this 

point, it is necessary to emphasise the fact that Belgrade was a city under international 

sanctions during the 1990s. Serbia was riddled with poverty, high inflation, high crime rates. It 

was also involved in wars in Croatia and Bosnia and ultimately faced bombing on its own soil in 

1999. All three of the music scenes I feature and analyse in this PhD were formed during the 

1990s amid this chaotic atmosphere. This was also the time of a series of anti-government 

protests, and local music scenes were a big part of them. Therefore, I would add that music was 

keeping us sane, but also alert to the political situation around us. This latter point is something 

that has characterised the music scenes I focus on in this thesis, all three of which are active to 

this day. It is another reason why these scenes are arguably worth researching, as their role in 

keeping us alert is something that was different from almost all other music scenes from 

Europe at the time. The thesis looks at the history of all three scenes, forged during turbulent 

times in Belgrade, and how this legacy of the 1990s is felt within each distinct community of 

music producers and consumers.   

To provide this study with further sociohistorical context, it is important to stress that the 

1990s was not the beginning of music scenes in Belgrade, as there is a long history of rock’n’roll 

in Serbia that stretches back to communist Yugoslavia (something discussed in detail in Chapter 

3). It is worth noting here that Yugoslavia was a communist country open to cultural products 

and influences from the West (Vucetic, 2012). According to researchers and some of my 

respondents, this was a time when music scenes were developing under minimal censorship 

from the authorities (Hofman, 2013), which also makes the position of Yugoslav music scenes 

unique from other Eastern European countries that were behind the Iron Curtain. That also 

means that there was already a tradition of various music scenes that preceded the formation 
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of the three scenes I am addressing in this thesis, like Punk and New Wave. Because of the 

specific socio-political situation of Yugoslavia and the atmosphere in which these scenes were 

created, there is one chapter in the thesis (Chapter 3) dedicated to the history of popular music 

in Serbia before the 1990s.  

This still does not mean that this thesis is comprehensive in the sense that it does not cover or 

represent a cross-section of Serbian music scenes. This is a selection of the three most 

prominent scenes that have come from the Rock’n’Roll tradition in Serbia, all of which I  

covered and observed as a music journalist in Belgrade. The missing part of the puzzle is 

something that is called Estrada (Showbiz) in Serbian. This term covers the biggest showbiz 

stars, which, in the case of Serbia, belong to the so-called zabavna (entertainment) music and 

the most popular folk music in the country, Turbo-folk. As both a genre and a scene specific 

only to Serbia and the ex-Yugoslav region, and originally linked in the 1990s to the rise of 

nationalism in the country, research on Turbo-folk is already extensive in English (Gordy, 1999; 

Kronja, 2004; Archer, 2012). In this respect, this thesis hopes to complement research on more 

mainstream or well-known aspects of Serbian music culture, providing a broader picture of 

popular music and its adherent music scenes in Belgrade for scholars in the English-speaking 

world. This thesis also brings the voices of many people who populated these scenes to light, as 

it is the first time we are hearing what these scenes meant to their Serbian participants.  

This thesis looks at three of Belgrade’s music scenes: indie pop, electronic dance and hip hop 

and their relationship with themes such as politics, trans-localism, the night-time economy, 

authenticity and gender, with special attention paid to Belgrade’s nightlife that has recently 

been proclaimed the best in the world by various media outlets (Vogue, BBC, The Guardian). 

The thesis illustrates how these themes like politics, trans-localism and the night-time economy 

shifted Serbia’s post-Socialist period and rejuvenated the music scenes in Belgrade  

The project aims to contextualise Belgrade’s music scenes in the transitional, post-conflict and 

neo-liberal period of Serbia’s social-political and cultural development in the 1990s and 2000s. 

The Belgrade music scene is used as a case study, as Belgrade is the city with the most 

developed music scenes in Serbia but can also be used as a benchmark for musical trends in the 
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country and in the region. This is also due to the fact that most of musicians who want to make 

it in the industry eventually either end up living in Belgrade or have regular concerts in many of 

the popular Belgrade venues, thus becoming part of the Belgrade music scene.  

The research presented in this thesis was also inspired by the fact that in the past ten years 

Belgrade has been named as one the best places for nightlife in the world, with a Vogue article 

comparing it to Berlin (2017) and a Lonely Planet article proclaiming Belgrade to be the top 

party city in the world (2019). Moreover, a 2019 BBC article placed Belgrade among top five 

creative cities in the world (2019). Belgrade nightlife owes this media attention primarily to its 

vibrant music scenes. This connection between music and the city has been present in Belgrade 

since the first days of rock’n’roll in the 1950s and is something that today is attracting both the 

locals and the tourists in search of boosting their subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995), a term 

based on Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984) theory of cultural capital, which discusses different 

phenomena such as hipness, fashionable haircuts and being in the know. The research itself 

focuses on three main music scenes that build on the legacy of Belgrade’s rock’n’roll years – 

indie pop, electronic dance and hip hop. 

The questions addressed in this project are:  

1. What is the relationship between global and local? How much are the music scenes in 

Belgrade influenced by the styles Anglo-American scenes?  

2. Taking into consideration the role of rock’n’roll music in socialist Yugoslavia and 1990’s 

Belgrade social protests in the period of Balkan wars, can such music still have influence 

or make changes in society?  

3. With a growing number of media headlines about Belgrade’s nightlife, can we say that 

Belgrade’s nightlife has been commodified?  

The reason why these research questions guide this study is as follows: the first question is 

there to see how much of the Belgrade scene is unique or authentic in comparison to other 

such scenes around the world, thus broadening the scope of contributions to the global 

research of scenes. The second question is closely connected to the time when this scene was 

created, which is during the 1990s when anti-government social protests were the norm in 

Belgrade. This question is asked to see how much political change affected the creation of the 
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scenes and how much music has influenced changes in society. It is suggested that this kind of 

scene would not be formed today, as contemporary Serbian society is not affected by a 

totalitarian regime and wars. This gives us a clue how different today’s scenes are from those 

created during the 1990s. The third question is important because it is looking into the aspect 

of Belgrade’s nightlife that has been the city’s trademark for the past ten years or so. The 

question is posed to see whether this characteristic of Belgrade’s music scene has changed over 

the years and become commodified, something that happened to Berlin’s nightlife, for 

example, and what kind of challenges Belgrade’s scenes faced because of that.  

The ethnographic approach used in the thesis is uncovering the everyday narratives of music 

scene participants and the tensions arising within and between different scenes as they 

struggle to adapt to the new cultural economy in Serbia (and particularly in Belgrade). In that 

sense, the three case studies make sense in terms of how they help to expose and scrutinise 

these tensions. The value of this ethnographic approach is seen in how the participants of the 

music scene reacted to war and social upheaval in the country during the 1990s. It is also seen 

later on, in times of peace, when nightlife and parts of the scene were commodified to an 

extent that they lost touch with the original scenes from the 1990s. It also shows how people 

within the scenes were dependent on each other, where social networks were sometimes more 

important than managers and major labels. Additionally, it demonstrates how a battle-born 

scene in the 1990s has gone through a specific period of adapting to the new reality of a 

transitional economy in Serbia, and in the process is showing elements of a very specific local 

milieu. It also illustrates how the post-war period prompted a boom in the night-time economy 

where many people with subcultural capital were discovering Belgrade and putting it on the 

world map of nightlife resorts. 

 
Overall, this is a significant study because it is the first time the history of Serbian popular music 

has been studied in depth in English and from an empirical perspective. The thesis provides a 

rare study of an Eastern European music scene making the transition from socialism to a post-

socialist state. In doing so, the scene incorporates neo-liberal elements including gentrification 

and branding, commodification of the night-time economy. Thus, this thesis presents a singular 
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case study of the New Europe(ean) lifestyle as expressed through musical taste and scene 

membership. Ultimately, this is a study of how music and culture in an Eastern European 

country have responded to such changes – and also how they coped with and adapted to a 

situation of war. 

The thesis itself consists of six chapters. Chapter 1 is entitled “Music, Place and Identity” and 

examines current literature on subcultures, place and identity; Chapter 2 provides an overview 

of the methodology applied in the field research informing this thesis; Chapter 3 is entitled 

‘’The History of Popular Music in Serbia from 1956-1990” and explores the historical part of 

popular Rock’n’Roll in the period of Yugoslavia with developments in folk music. The last three 

chapters are data chapters and deal with the analysis of the three individual scenes selected for 

study in this thesis: Chapter 4 is entitled ‘’ How social protests and social networks forged a 

scene in Eastern Europe: The case of Belgrade’s Indie Pop scene’ and analyses the Indie Pop 

scene; Chapter 5 is entitled ‘’ From Local Scene to New Berlin: The Case of Belgrade’s Electronic 

Dance Music Scene’’ and analyses the EDM scene; and Chapter 6 is entitled ‘’When Street 

Culture Meets Milieu: The Case of Belgrade’s Hip Hop Scene’ and analyses the Hip Hop scene.  

 

Chapter 1, “Music, Place and Identity”, surveys the existing literature on popular music, place 

and identity and music scenes, as this literature is centrally relevant for my research of 

Belgrade’s music scenes. The chapter is divided into several topics/themes that are used to 

analyse the proposed scenes. It starts off with the history of research into subcultures, 

beginning with both the Chicago and Birmingham School of subcultural theories followed by 

research into post-subcultures, introducing concepts such as neo-tribes, milieu, and music 

worlds. A separate section is dedicated to work that has been done on music scenes. Other 

sections in the chapter discuss the literature on social networks and music worlds, milieu and 

local identity, authenticity, national identity, music as a factor for political change, and music 

venues. The chapter concludes with a section dedicated to how this literature is connected to 

the Belgrade music scenes featured in my study.  

Chapter 2 discusses the main research methods used both in the process of conducting 

fieldwork in Belgrade and in the process of data analysis. The chapter describes the use of 
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qualitative methods, with a section outlining the use of semi-structured interviews in 

ethnographic research. It goes on to describe the method of sampling, starting with choosing 

gatekeepers and their use in helping me create a snowball sample. The next section discusses 

how rapport was established with the research participants, focusing on the friendship method 

used when conducting interviews. It also discusses the use of insider knowledge in research. 

The chapter ends with a description of the analysis and writing up stages of the thesis 

production.  

Chapter 3, “The History of Popular Music in Serbia” chapter covers the Rock’n’Roll period from 

1956 to 1990 in Yugoslavia. It also provides a short introduction to Serbian folk music from the 

1960s to Turbo-folk in the 1990s. Several sources used for this chapter are books about the 

Rock’n’Roll period in Yugoslavia and have been translated here for the first time into English. 

The chapter starts with a discussion of Yugoslavia as a communist country, which was at the 

same time open to western influences and music coming from the UK and the USA. It starts 

with a description of bands from the 1960s, including many cover bands, and then moves on to 

the 1970s when subgenres like progressive rock, psychedelic rock and hard rock had their 

representatives within Belgrade’s music scenes. A separate section is dedicated to New Wave, a 

scene that has had a lasting effect on Belgrade’s contemporary scenes, and which is still 

regarded as the golden age of music in Yugoslav history. The chapter mostly deals with 

Belgrade’s music scene, although what was happening at the time in Croatia and Slovenia is 

also briefly discussed. The second part of the chapter is dedicated to the developments in folk 

music, starting with Newly Composed Folk Music (NCFM), which was dominant in the period 

from the 1960 to the 1980s, and ending with Turbo-folk, which was the main folk genre by the 

1990s.  

The second part of the thesis presents three case studies of specific music scenes in Belgrade. 

Chapter 4 focuses on Belgrade’s Indie Pop Scene, particularly how social protests and social 

networks forged this scene in Eastern Europe. One of the main themes is the connection 

between the indie pop scene and social protests in Belgrade. With an overview of socially 

aware songs and the protests held in Belgrade during the 1990s and up until 2000, when 

democratic changes occurred. The chapter also discusses the role that Indie Pop musicians 
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played within anti-government protests. The next section discusses whether the current indie 

and indie-inspired music of Belgrade has the ability to spark a change in society the way it did 

20 years ago. The next section of the chapter discusses the New Serbian Scene that was formed 

in 2007. There is a section on media support of the music scenes in Belgrade, from the period 

when more traditional media were supporting the scenes like TV, radio and magazines, to the 

Internet-based media including music webzines. The next two sections talk about the role of 

social networks in the Indie Pop scene, the ex-Yugoslav region and the connection of the bands 

within the region. The last two sections of this chapter talk about the use of Serbian or English 

in the songs within questions of locality, and sustainability. It discusses how foreign English 

sounds in Indie Pop songs, or how local Serbian sounds in them. The chapter also discusses 

whether Indie Pop musicians can make a living out of music.  

Chapter 5 focuses on EDM, beginning with an account of the evolution of the electronic music 

scene in Belgrade. It specifically talks about the evolution of the synth-pop strand of the scene, 

its beginnings in the 1980s and why it does not have the same popularity in the 2000s. The 

second section of the chapter discusses the emergence of DJ scene in the 1990s. It focuses on 

the club Industrija, the most popular venue in the electronic music scene in the 1990s and 

discusses what dancing represented for Belgrade’s clubbers in the 1990s. The next section of 

the chapter discusses the changes in the scene during the 2000s, focusing on the technological 

developments that affected the scene and the role of the DJ in the new millennium. It also 

briefly discusses why only a few DJs create their own music in Belgrade. One section in this part 

of the chapter is dedicated to the global versus local discussion in Belgrade’s EDM scene, raising 

the question of authenticity in this scene. The next section is dedicated to gender and LGBT 

issues in the scene, the underrepresentation of female DJs in the scene and the connection of 

LGBT people and electronic music, respectively. A substantial part of the chapter is dedicated to 

Belgrade’s nightlife, which has been making headlines in the foreign press, because it was 

discovered by many tourists and foreign journalists alike, and where it has been compared to 

Berlin and given the nickname ‘the New Berlin’. The chapter then elaborates on what 

similarities there are between Belgrade’s and Berlin’s nightlife, and what this in turn can tell us 

about the EDM scene in the Serbian capital.  
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Chapter 6, the final case study chapter, focuses on Hip Hop and begins with an outline of the 

evolution of this music scene in Belgrade, presenting the three historical waves of Hip Hop 

artists in Belgrade. The second section of the chapter is dedicated more to the second wave of 

rappers that had many examples of conscious rap and how these rappers became the voice of 

young people in Belgrade. It also discusses the differences and similarities between this kind of 

Hip Hop and Punk music. The following section of the chapter is dedicated to more nationalistic 

rappers in the scene, such as Beogradski sindikat and Marlon Brutal, and where this 

nationalistic attitude comes from several years after the democratic changes in Serbia, which 

occurred in the year 2000. The section “Remember the 1990s” talks about the lasting effects of 

the Dizel subculture and Turbo-folk, popular in the 1990s, on the third wave of Hip Hop artists. 

It also elaborates on how this change of sound and aesthetics happened in the third wave of 

rappers, as compared to the previous generations of rappers and what it tells us about young 

people and Hip Hop fans in Belgrade today. The last section of the chapter talks about the 

theoretical framework of milieu for the Hip Hop scene, and the change of Hip Hop artists and 

fans from snobs to omnivores.  

This thesis presents an analysis of three music scenes from Belgrade that have rarely if ever 

been a topic of focus in academic research. Through the medium of this thesis, representatives 

of each of these scenes are given a chance to talk about the meaning-making their adherent 

scenes have provided. The thesis paves the way for a new understanding of Belgrade’s music 

scenes as scenes in transition with links to other similar scenes across Europe. Thus, this 

research is also relevant for a broadening of our understanding of the value of the trans-local 

scene concept in the context of the New Europe.  
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CHAPTER 1 

MUSIC, PLACE AND IDENTITY 

 

Belgrade has its own identity as a ‘music city’. Since the beginning of rock’n’roll it has been a 

prolific place for music scenes in Serbia and former Yugoslavia, and this music quality has been 

promoted in the past decade in foreign press like the Guardian, BBC and Vogue (Coldwell, 2015; 

Vukovic, 2017; Holland, 2017) due to Belgrade’s burgeoning nightlife. The connection of music 

and place is very important for Belgrade, but this relationship is also the topic of many pieces of 

research and analyses in popular culture and has to be taken into account for many reasons. As 

Whiteley writes: ’This search for social and cultural meanings in popular music texts inevitably 

involves an examination of the urban and rural spaces in which music is experienced on a day-

to-day basis’ (Whiteley, 2004: 2). Music is not a form divorced from the socio-economic and 

geographical context that it was created in, and although it is a global phenomenon that, as an 

art form, transcends its geographical boundaries, the relationship between music and place can 

still be used to underscore different issues that Johansson and Bell (2009) talk about: ‘popular 

music… is a cultural form that actively produces geographical discourses and can be used to 

understand broader social relations and trends, including identity, ethnicity, attachment to 

place, cultural economies, social activism and politics’ (Johansson & Bell, 2009: 2). Some of 

these broader social relations described by Johansson and Bell and a series of other issues are 

part of the current literature on music and place, which is relevant to my own research.  The 

following sections will be elaborating in more detail about the chosen literature and key topics I 

use to refer to my own research, and they start with the concept of the scene originally 

described by Will Straw (1991) and used as the main topic of research by Sara Cohen on the 

Liverpool music scene (1991) and Barry Shank on the scene in Austin (1994). These two pieces 

of research talk about the construction of local identity and the specific sound of a particular 

city or region. The concept of music worlds and social networks that comprise it, along with 

local music industries are the main topic of Nick Crossley’s research on Manchester (2015) and 

Nick Prior’s study on Reykjavik (2015), and these concepts are very important for Belgrade, 
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particularly as a smaller community that is characterized by collaboration. Peter Webb’s study 

on the Bristol music scene (2004) and its milieu sheds more light on the Belgrade music scene, 

where historical and biographical backgrounds of individuals is what determines the scenes. 

Claire Levy’s research on Bulgarian chalga (2004), as well as Motti Regev’s study on Israeli music 

(1996), raise questions of authenticity and national identity, topics relevant in Belgrade music 

scenes, particularly hip hop, which will be further elaborated in this chapter. Music can also be 

used as a factor of political change as Peter Wicke’s study (1992) on East Germany’s music 

shows, and which all the Belgrade music scenes that were formed in the 1990s in times of anti-

government protests that led to the introduction of democracy in 2000 proved as well. All these 

topics are focused on place versus identity, but before examining the place, this chapter will 

start off with more focus on identity, i.e. with the concept of subcultures and the debates it has 

created over decades of its existence.  

 

 1.1 Subcultures  

 

There is an established legacy of research into subcultures extending back over the last one 

hundred years. In the development of subcultural theory there are two main distinctions, 

between the American and British theories of subculture. The former is connected to what is 

referred to as the Chicago School and which mostly looked into the deviant behaviour of 

working-class youth, whilst the latter, referred to as the Birmingham School, deals mostly with 

class and style-based youth cultural identities. As Shane Blackman (2005) notes, ‘the Chicago 

School looked to understand young people from within an ethnographic context derived from 

normal conditions of urban social life’ (Downes & Rock 1982: 66). The use of ethnographic 

research was the main point of distinction between the Chicago School and later studies from 

the Birmingham School, most of which were not empirically based. An important sociologist in 

the Chicago School and also in the development of American subcultural theory was Robert K. 

Merton. Merton first introduced his social theory of deviance in 1938, and extended and 

revised it in 1957. However, A. K. Cohen’s Delinquent Boys: The Culture of the Gang (1956) was 
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the book that made the term ‘subculture’ more popular in youth-related studies. The 

Birmingham school is known more formally as The Centre For Contemporary Cultural Studies 

(CCCS) and was located at the University of Birmingham between 1964 and 2002. As Ross 

Haenfler says ‘Like the Chicago School, the Birmingham School recognized the importance of 

social context in the formation of subcultures’ (Haenfler, 2014:7). However, their focus moved 

away from the deviance studies of the Chicago School and ethnography and moved to a more 

‘neo-Marxian approach that emphasized social class and ideology above other sociological 

concepts’ (Williams, 2011:26). Its approach was one of the most influential frameworks for 

analyzing youth cultural practices throughout the 1970s and 1980s. The CCCS was particularly 

focused on the British youth subcultures as an ongoing manifestation of the British class system 

against a backdrop of political debates that claimed a withering of class differences and the 

emergence of a classless society as a result of post-war affluence. Many researchers used it for 

their studies of specific youth cultures, such as Tony Jefferson (1976) for the Teddy boys, John 

Clarke (1976) for the skinheads and Dick Hebdige (1976; 1979) for the mods and the punks. 

Their scholarship remains a viable analytical option for studying youth cultures, because of its 

sense of collectivity and because of its class-based nature. Paul Hodkinson adopted a more 

nuanced approach to CCCS scholarship in his research of goths in 2002, where as an insider he 

discusses their social habits and the use of the Internet, which strengthens their group identity. 

However, the approach has been contested on many occasions since the 1980s. Some of the 

particular criticisms are considered in the following paragraphs, but the main issues were that it 

was too class-oriented, that it had almost fixed socio-economic forces in power, following 

Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, where the viewpoint of the ruling class becomes the 

accepted cultural norm and that it was too theoretical, mostly based on constructionism and 

Marxism. Only a few CCCS researchers, such as Paul Willis (1977), were doing ethnographic 

research or empirical research of any kind. Willis conducted an ethnographic study of working-

class boys from a secondary school in England with the aim to show how these working-class 

youths eventually end up with working class jobs, suggesting that class was still relevant and 

how there was no movement between different classes.   
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One of the first criticisms of the CCCS came from Gary Clarke’s (1982) paper ‘Defending Ski 

Jumpers’, where Clarke suggests ‘that the subcultures as discussed in Resistance Through 

Rituals are essentialist and non-contradictory’ (1982: 82). Clarke doubts the implication that all 

members of a certain subculture come from the same working-class background. Commenting 

on Hebdige’s (1979) work, he criticizes the author’s ’metropolitan centeredness which 

contradicts Hebdige’s emphasis on working class creativity, since most of the punk creations 

that are discussed were developed among the art-school avant-garde rather than emanating 

‘from the dance halls and housing estates’’ (1982: 86). Further criticism came from the CCCS’s 

lack of concern with young women. Angela McRobbie is one of the feminist voices and critics of 

subcultural theory, who actually was a member of the CCCS and was the Centre’s feminist critic 

from within. Together with Jenny Garber, she co-authored a chapter in Resistance Through 

Rituals (1976) that focused on the female experience within subcultures. McRobbie suggests 

that ‘the objective and popular image of a subculture as encoded and defined by the media is 

likely to be one which emphasizes the male membership, male ‘focal concerns’ and masculine 

values’ (1976: 212).  

 

A new wave of studies collectively referred to as post-subcultural theory emerged in the early 

1990s through criticism of the subcultural framework, but this field should not in any sense be 

regarded as comprising a unified body of work, for it is more clearly defined by what it is a 

reaction to, that is, subcultural theory. In this sense post-subcultural theory can be said to 

equate to post-CCCS studies (Weinzierl and Muggleton, 2003). David Muggleton (2005) states 

that there are three main characteristics of these studies: First, that the new wave of academics 

rejected the structuralist and post-structuralist principles of cultural studies, the pure Marxist 

reading and the emphasis on class, and re-embraced the classic sociological method of 

ethnography and qualitative interviewing, which is a return to what the Chicago School had 

started. Second, the field has become multi-paradigmatic with a variety of frameworks 

available to scholars. Third, in some areas, there was a ‘questioning, not only of orthodox 

theory but also the continuing relevance of the very concept of subculture itself owing to its 

CCCS connotations of a cohesive, coherent collectivity’ (2005: 214). The first work to 
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substantively challenge the actual concept of subculture came from Steve Redhead (1990) who 

introduced the term post-subculture. This was done through the club cultures phenomenon, 

and there ensued three ethnographic and qualitative investigations into dance music by Sarah 

Thornton (1995), Ben Malbon (1999) and Andy Bennett (2000). Both Bennett’s and Malbon’s 

research uses the concept of neo-tribe, which due to its fluid character, the lack of ‘willingness 

of many young people to commit to a subcultural identity, preferring instead a more playful 

approach to subcultural participation’ (Williams, 2011:34) can be useful for my own study of 

dance scene in Belgrade.   

 

The emergence of post-subcultural theories sparked a dialogue between scholars concerning 

whether or not subculture was still a viable theoretical and analytical framework in youth 

cultural research (see Bennett, 2005; Blackman, 2005; Hesmondhalgh, 2005; Shildrick and 

MacDonald, 2006). Several theoretical frameworks have been used in post-subcultural studies, 

and here is a list of the most notable ones: scene, music worlds, neo-tribes, milieu and lifestyle. 

Hesmondalgh (2005) mentions that there are two main sources for the use of the concept of 

scene in popular music studies, an article by Will Straw published in 1991 and Barry Shank’s 

book on the rock scene in Austin (1994). According to Straw, a music scene can reflect ‘a 

particular state of relations between various populations and social groups, as these coalesce 

around specific coalitions of musical styles’ (Straw, 1991: 379). around 

specific coalitions of musical style. 

Nick Crossley has chosen to refer to the punk and post-punk movements in the UK as ‘music 

worlds’ rather than scenes: ’Music worlds emerge where a critical mass of would-be 

participants gravitate together forming a social network characterized by cooperation, mutual 

support, influence, trust but also competition and conflict’ (Crossley, 2015: 40). These music 

worlds depend heavily on social networks, and Crossley is actually drawing on social network 

analysis in his work on youth subcultures. However, when it comes to neo-tribes, the stress is 

more on the taste of the individuals rather than networks. The concept of neo-tribe was 

introduced by French sociologist Michael Maffesoli (1996). Both Bennett (1999) and Malbon 

(1999) use the concept of neo-tribes in their research, where ‘in contrast to subcultural theory, 

which argues that individuals are ‘held’, if not ‘forced’, together in subcultural groups by the 
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fact of class, community, race or gender, neo-tribal theory allows for the function of taste, 

aesthetics and affectivity as primary drivers for participation in forms of collective youth 

cultural activity’ (Bennett, 2011: 495). Where Bennett and Malbon have used the concept of 

neo-tribe to talk about recent formations of youth culture, Peter Webb (2004) relies on 

Durrschmidt’s (2000) definition of milieu for his study of music scenes in Bristol: ‘Milieu shall be 

defined as a relatively stable configuration of action and meaning in which the individual 

actively maintains a distinctive degree of familiarity, competence and normalcy, based on the 

continuity and consistency of personal disposition, habitualities and routines, and experienced 

as a feeling of situatedeness’ (Durrschmidt, 2000: 18). By bringing their own histories to the 

table, members actively produce a certain milieu. When it comes to lifestyle, Bennett (2011) 

mentions that the concept of lifestyle was first introduced in the work of Max Weber, who 

claimed that life chances are opportunities that lifestyle consists of. This concept was later 

applied by American sociologist Thorstein Veblen who examined the issues of wealth and status 

among the new leisure classes of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Chaney, 

1996). A key theorist in the revival of lifestyle theory was British sociologist David Chaney 

(1996) who made a distinction between lifestyles and ways of life. According to Chaney, 

lifestyles are ‘creative projects’ that rely on ‘displays of consumer competence’ (1996: 97), 

while ‘ways of life’ are ‘typically associated with a more or less stable community [and] 

displayed in features such as shared norms, rituals, patterns of social order and probably a 

distinctive dialect’ (1996: 92). The next section will start off with the all-encompassing term 

‘scene’. Since scenes include musicians, fans and venues in particular locations, and as such is 

the basis for my three data chapters for analysis, the whole next section will be dedicated to it.  

 

1.2 Music Scenes and Local Identity 

 

One of the most popular associations of music and place in sociology and cultural studies is the 

music scene. Although most original studies on music scenes have come from the Anglo-

American world, there is now a growing body of literature focusing on music scenes around the 
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world, such as the research of Prior (2015) on Reykjavik, Horak (1995) on Vienna or Levy (2004) 

on Bulgaria. This shows that there is a need to understand people’s relationships with music in 

the context of a particular place. My research also contributes to such efforts, adding new 

knowledge from a different locality.  Alongside more comprehensive, book-length studies, like 

Sara Cohen’s (1991) work on Liverpool and Barry Shank’s (1994) research on Austin, many 

scholars have authored journal articles and chapters in books dedicated to particular music 

scenes, like the aforementioned work by Levy and Prior. The books by Cohen and Shank are two 

studies that have different approaches to defining local identity, mainly because of how their 

research is structured. Cohen gives us insight into one of the most famous music scenes in the 

world through the prism of two unestablished bands who, at the point when Cohen conducted 

her work, were still trying to find their place in the music industry. Liverpool is a city famous for 

its football teams and its rock bands. For many, it is most well-known as the birthplace of the 

Beatles. It is also a city of contradictions, where tales of past glories contrast with present 

problems such as unemployment, but it is also associated with the Liverpudlians’ famed humor 

and wit. Moreover, as a seaport, it has an ‘‘outward-looking’ character, a sense of detachment 

from the rest of Britain and thus a sense of being somehow different’ (Cohen, 1991: 9). There is 

also a certain combative, defiant spirit of the people on Merseyside who refuse to accept the 

pessimism which they often feel. This has created a strong sense of identity and loyalty to the 

city. This loyalty has been noticeable when local music stars such as the Beatles and Frankie 

Goes to Hollywood were criticized as deserters because they left the city to live in London (ibid, 

1991:11). These groups were seen as inspiration for other bands, and there was an attitude that 

if they can do it, we can do it, too. As for the sound of the bands that were playing at the time 

of Cohen’s research, most of them were rather melodic and lacked an angrier, punk sound. One 

of the explanations offered was that Merseysiders had grown cynical about politics and avoided 

writing about it. Those that did produce harder sounds were mostly from the outskirts of 

Liverpool or neighboring cities like Manchester. Rock music has been an important part of 

Liverpool’s identity since the 1950s and Cohen mentions that at the time of writing in the 1980s 

there were more than 1,000 bands in the city. Liverpool was chosen as the location for the 

study because of its history of involvement and achievement in rock music. 
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Cohen mentions that being in a rock band in Liverpool was a legitimate affair, meaning that this 

kind of a job was considered as valuable as any other job and this is why many young people 

chose to try their luck in such an endeavor: ‘Thus in a city where the attitude of many young 

people was that you might as well pick up a guitar as take exams, since your chances of finding 

full-time occupation from either were just the same, being in a band was an accepted way of 

life and could provide a means of justifying one's existence” (Cohen, 1991: 3). Cohen underlines 

social and cultural factors surrounding these bands and how young people enjoyed being in a 

band. There was also the issue of ‘making it’ in the industry, which was a huge incentive, 

especially given the fact that the unemployment rate in Liverpool in the 1980s reached its peak 

of 27 percent by 1985, which was double the national average (ibid, 1991: 2). The highest rate 

of unemployment was among the young. On one hand, this dramatic rise in unemployment 

caused by Thatcher’s neoliberal turn in politics was also the reason for many young people to 

start picking up the guitar and trying out their luck. On the other hand, because of London-

based monopolies in publishing and recording, many Liverpool bands that ‘made it’ would 

simply move to London following their success.  

In her article on the Liverpool Sound from 1994, Cohen touches on the issues of Liverpool 

identity. She explains the Liverpudlian identity by stating that  

Although Liverpool people represent a complex mix of religion, ethnicity and other 

factors, they may nevertheless have a common view of themselves and of ‘Liverpool’ in 

relation to wider society, based on local and national media construction, a sense of 

common history of fate, collective symbols such as the liver bird, the Beatles, the local 

football teams and other factors (Cohen, 1994: 120).  

Many respondents in a survey on the Liverpool Sound did acknowledge the existence of the 

Sound, calling it ‘unique’, being more about writing songs than the beat, and harder than the 

Manchester Sound. In the end, Cohen acknowledges that there is a complex relationship 

between music and the socio-economic context in which it is made. The Liverpool identity is 

described as revolving around particular issues: ‘money (or rather the lack of it) and class, 

specific dimensions of time (involving kinship and tradition, heritage and local history), specific 
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dimensions of space (such as the way in which the city was conceptually divided into specific 

districts determined by categories of ethnicity and religion) and media constructions of the city’ 

(Cohen, 1994: 129). She notes that all these issues involve distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them’, 

like Liverpool vs. the rest of the UK or Liverpool vs. Manchester.   

As Simon Frith (1992) notes in his review of the book, Cohen gives a revealing account of what 

it means to be a contemporary musician, and what it involves regarding recording, rehearsing 

and composing. At the same time, the bands belong to a very specific niche of indie music 

scene and the problem occurs of how these findings can be generalized. Sara Cohen’s book is 

one of the first studies to look at music-making practices in a local context, and this is one of 

the biggest strengths of this study. In its depiction of a local identity and the uniqueness of a 

specific locality it is very important for my research of Belgrade’s music scenes. However, by 

Cohen focusing on only two indie bands, it becomes too specific and, in that way, less 

encompassing than what I intended to do with an examination of three different scenes from 

Belgrade.  

Shank’s work follows the music scenes in Austin from the cowboy songs collected by John 

Lomax, depicting a pre-modern, idealized and very masculine vision of Texan identity, through 

to progressive country, the genre that brought national acclaim to some of the city’s artists, to 

punk and, finally, to today’s music industry in Austin and modern alternative music scene. In 

this way, Shank demonstrates how different representations of Texan identity are constructed; 

an identity which is often contested and not always as uniform as was presented in Cohen’s 

study of Liverpool. In Shank’s Dissonant Identities (1994), we find Austin as the center of the 

music industry in Texas. As the author claims: ‘The rock’n’roll scene in Austin, Texas, is 

characterized by the productive contestation between these two forces: the fierce desire to 

remake oneself through musical practice, and the equally powerful struggle to affirm the value 

of that practice in the complexly structured late-capitalist marketplace’ (Shank, 1994: X). From 

this description we see that Shank joins production and consumption in a history of the making 

of music and meaning in Austin.  

This book resembles the work of Sara Cohen’s on Liverpool in using the ethnographic fieldwork 

approach to explain the identities and music industry from one city. Sixty different musicians, 
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fans, writers and people from the music industry were interviewed for this study. Throughout 

its history, Austin was home of professional cowboy singers, who were responsible for the 

popularization of the mentioned cowboy songs (like Jimmie Rodgers and Ernest Tubb) and also 

of the first clubs, the so-called honky-tonks where the musicians used to sing. These honky-

tonks were places which united the urban workers and rural cowboys under one roof. 

Progressive country was the genre which brought national acclaim to some of the artists. It 

began in the early 1960s, was mostly centered around university campuses and was connected 

to civil rights movements. However, it was finished by the end of the 1970s with the advent of 

the punk music scene. 

In his analysis, Shank also draws on the psychoanalytical ideas of Jacques Lacan and Julia 

Kristeva. He has mostly focused his interest on musicians who have not achieved stardom but 

still struggle to ‘make it’, and the fans who identify with that struggle. He explains how 

musicians seek to ‘make it’ in order to gain independence from a regular job and the control of 

the music industry. This on the other hand means ‘selling out’, but Shank does not perceive the 

music industry as a dominant structure which subcultures have to fight against, but something 

which is a part of the creation of identity. There is a similar point in Hebdige’s (1979) work on 

subcultures where he writes that subcultures start off as a resistance to the dominant 

hegemonic structures of mainstream music, but eventually end up being incorporated into the 

same mainstream that they were fighting against.  

The examples of Sara Cohen’s and Barry Shank’s work give us an insight into how differently 

music scenes can be approached when it comes to discussing identity. However, there are 

several other approaches and topics that are relevant to my research and one of them is social 

networks within music scenes, which will be discussed in the next section.  
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1.3 Social Networks  

 

One of the themes appearing in studies on music scenes is also social networks, or how 

important the social factor is in the creation of music scenes. Nick Crossley (2015) based his 

research on punk and post-punk scenes in three UK cities (Manchester, Liverpool and Sheffield) 

on participants who were sufficiently prominent to leave a trace in the archives or secondary 

sources. In this way, since it is such a dense network of people, it is probable that everybody 

here knew everybody else, or at least socialized with them at some point. This kind of close-knit 

community is also described in Nick Prior’s study (2015) of music scenes in Reykjavik, Iceland, 

like micro-industries reminiscent of Becker’s (1982) ‘art world’. Networks of friendship are very 

important and that is why success is measured more by sustainability than sales. Compared to 

other music scenes, like those of Liverpool and Austin, ‘making it’ in the industry is not the goal, 

but to ‘self-sustain music practices with friends’ (Prior, 2015: 87) is. In this way, social networks 

are closely related to the question of music industry, which in places like Iceland are more 

independent, and, for instance, there are no international chain stores in the capital. The kind 

of social relations described in these studies are in many ways similar to Belgrade’s music 

scene, which relies mostly on friendly relationships, and many musicians often become 

members of two or three different bands and projects at the same time. Also, the music 

industry is, similar to Iceland, more independent and musicians usually target the Serbian or Ex-

Yugoslav market, which is also why the relationship between musicians and people in the music 

industry is often very close.  

 

For his study of the post-punk scenes in the United Kingdom, Nick Crossley (2015) chose 

Liverpool, Manchester and Sheffield because they were the key sites of post-punk innovation in 

the UK. For this particular purpose he looks at the period from 1976 to 1980, because in 1980 

post-punk started to disconnect from its punk roots and became what Simon Reynolds calls ‘the 

new pop’ (Reynolds, 1990:466). Crossley refers to these movements as ‘music worlds’ rather 

than scenes. He writes: ‘Music worlds emerge where a critical mass of would-be participants 

gravitate together forming a social network characterized by cooperation, mutual support, 
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influence, trust but also competition and conflict’ (Crossley, 2015: 40) For this particular 

research, Crossley uses only participants in the specified music world (punk and post-punk) who 

were sufficiently prominent to leave a trace in the archives or secondary sources.  

Crossley finds the reason for the creation of punk as due to the situation that UK mainstream 

music was in during the 1970s. This is because it was not perceived as challenging as it was it 

the 1950s and 1960s. The underground currents that were popular in the 1970s were reggae, 

krautrock and the New York punk scene with bands such as The Stooges, The MC5 and The New 

York Dolls. The first place where music enthusiasts would start to make punk networks was in 

London. One of the main places where these networks were forged was a small alternative 

boutique called SEX owned by Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood. The author names 

both cooperation and competition as two main things that pushed the scene forward – 

McLaren and his friend Bernard Rhodes first started by collaborating and promoting various 

bands and events together, but later as their relationship became more competitive, they each 

wanted to have their own main band (The Sex Pistols in McLaren’s case, and The Clash in 

Rhodes’s).  

Another important mechanism for the formation of networks was what Feld (1981, 1982) calls 

network focus - a place or event where like-minded people congregate. The Sex Pistols gigs also 

served as important foci for the punk network. Recruitment to the network initially was by 

word of mouth, and thus largely restricted to the London area. However, the Sex Pistols’ gig 

review in NME in February 1976 drew many people from other areas to London. Devoto and 

Shelley from the yet unformed band the Buzzcocks went to London for their gig, but also 

arranged for them to play in Manchester, which was the beginning of the punk network 

formation in Manchester. The author also points to the December 1976 interview of the Sex 

Pistols with Bull Grundy on the Today television show, which brought them notoriety across the 

country and caused moral panic.  

However, many musicians who had been mobilized by this energy and DIY ethos of punk 

started thinking how punk was too uniform as a form and in a way limiting. Les Pattison from 

Echo and the Bunnnymen talks about getting bored with punk, and how he ‘started getting into 
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weirder things’ (1982). Sheffield’s most successful post-punk bands were never really into punk 

music, apart from the DIY ethos that they appreciated. Cabaret Voltaire and the original line-up 

of the Human League, for instance, were much more influenced by Krautrock and particularly 

Kraftwerk. Crossley writes that these alterations to punk scenes were possible because there 

was a relative lack of connection between punks in different cities. However, over time all of 

these different ‘city-based worlds’ (2015: 44) linked up and created national punk and post-

punk worlds.  

Although it is hard to determine the proportion of significant ties forged at these foci, Crossley 

writes that it is reasonable to assume that there was a high proportion of ties forged, as these 

were the places where post-punk was played. Also, he notes that the relationship between foci 

and networks is two-way, so that ‘foci generate networks, but that interaction in networks 

often gives rise to events which become foci, providing the social capital which supports and 

facilitates organization of these events’. (Crossley, 2015: 48).  

In analyzing the structure of networks, Crossley finds that regardless of some differences, all 

three networks share broad similarity, with only Sheffield having a more ‘centralized’ network 

because it had fewer dedicated support personnel. This was mainly because a lot of work of the 

Sheffield scene was centered upon one man, Marcus Featherby, who organized most of the 

shows in Sheffield in the 1980s, and also managed some bands like Pulp in their early phase. 

These findings have a threefold significance: First, the number of components and short path 

lengths suggest that musicians looking for collaborators would have been able to search the 

network quite easily. Second, that the influence of the network upon each of those involved 

would have been strong, which leads to more conformity and cooperation. However, the 

findings also suggest that there was some competition and conflict among the participants, 

which means that the bands were motivated to rehearse and also that they would take on 

different styles in order to distinguish themselves from others. Third, the interactivity which 

created the networks was subject to similar constraints and opportunities. An example of 

constraints is when resources are scarce and thus held and controlled by the same support 

personnel in a network. Also, many prominent musicians were part of several bands, so that 

the members of The Crucial Three involved Ian McCulloch (Echo And The Bunnymen), Julian 
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Cope (The Teardrop Explodes) and Pete Wylie (Wah!), or in Sheffield the early Human League, 

which included members of the later line-up of the band plus the members of Heaven 17. 

Although this may seem like a constraint, this fluidity of band members also seemed like an 

opportunity and demonstrates that ‘the bands are often temporary formations within a 

network which both predates and outlives them, facilitating their formation and easing their 

demise by affording their members new opportunities’ (Crossley,2015: 52), which ultimately 

allows for better bands to emerge. Crossley concludes that where network structures are 

similar, it is because of similarities in their interaction – their organization, opportunities and 

constraints.  

One of the main issues with this research lies in the fact that it relies on a very specific choice of 

participants from secondary sources and archives. In this way, the research is biased in favor of 

musicians over audience members and fans, and as Brian Wright (2016) says in his review of the 

book, ‘this significance [of Crossley’s model] is hampered by the book’s reliance on select ‘’key 

participants’’ taken from standard historical narratives’ (Wright, 2016: 748) This means that the 

book’s biggest strength, which is the social network of the people connected to the post-punk 

scene can at the same time be seen as a weakness, because it relies too much on that closed 

circle of friends, giving it less objectivity. Nonetheless, ‘music worlds’ as described in the 

research of Nick Crossley, is an invaluable resource for my own research of the Belgrade music 

scene, particularly the social network aspect of the city’s indie pop scene, which is also a key 

aspect of Prior’s research of Reykjavik.  

Nick Prior (2015) did a study of the music scene in Reykjavik, Iceland, and he starts his analysis 

by sharing the commonly accepted opinion that the Icelandic music is deeply rooted and 

inspired by its magnificent nature. Many music reviews of Bjork or Sigur Ros, the two biggest 

music exports from Iceland, often use words like ‘glacial’ or ‘lava’ to underline this connection, 

although it is arguable that the reviewers’ prior knowledge of these artists’ Icelandic identity 

could have inspired those descriptions as well. However, Prior thinks that reducing the 

complexity of musical worlds to natural symbols is too simplistic. In his ethnographic research, 

based on many semi-structured interviews with the musicians, journalists and industry 

personnel, he found that most Icelanders find this description of their music very restrictive and 
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that music-making in Iceland is more a social thing than something connected to their natural 

environment. The early history of rock’n’roll in Iceland is connected to the emergence of a 

working-class youth culture and also of an American military base at Keflavik. In the 1960s and 

1970s beat groups like the Beatles cover band Hjomar and the politically motivated act Megas 

emerged. The late 1970s and early 1980s saw the rise of punk, of which the Sugarcubes are a 

notable example. There was a very developed live circuit in Reykjavik and during this period 

many independent record labels emerged, which is important since there are no international 

chain stores in the city.  

Prior describes the music scene in Reykjavik as a small closely knit micro-industry reminiscent of 

Becker’s (1982) ‘art world’. Networks of friendship are very important and that is why success is 

measured more by sustainability than sales. Prior names the following four activities as the 

most important in the Reykjavik music scene: learning, collaborating, conflicting and promoting. 

Learning is very important in the sense that Iceland brings popular music into the classroom, 

that every municipality has its own music school and that there is even an annual competition, 

battle of the bands, which launches the careers of many unknown bands. Collaborating is 

essential and it is marked by cultural density and strong network in the city. Most of the things 

happen in the city center in the famous Laugavegur street with the 101 postcode. The scene 

has almost village-like properties, where everybody knows each other and where many 

musicians collaborate with several bands at the same time. However, few musicians make a 

living out of music in Iceland. When talking about conflicts in the city, Prior first mentions the 

distinction between high and low culture in Reykjavik, and how Harpa, a flagship concert venue, 

at first did not want to host any pop groups (although this has changed in the meantime). On 

the other hand, even though the Icelandic market is limited, it is also very much divided. The 

biggest rift is between dance music and folk/rock/indie music fans in the city. He also attributes 

this battle over genres to the needs of musicians for differentiation in a very dense space of the 

capital, because many of them do not wish to sound the same as other bands.  Finally, as far as 

promoting goes, Reykjavik is not promoted as a place of mass entertainment. There are plenty 

of places for that. Rather, it is the one offering you an unconventional, authentic and ‘hip’ 

experience, where in the annual music festival like Iceland Airwaves you can see the bands that 
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are ‘breaking’ or ‘bubbling under’. It is a place where subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995) is 

very much appreciated by the hipster audience. However, the author reminds us that without 

the lived practices of the scene, there would be nothing to commodify or promote in the first 

place.  

Apart from the aforementioned connection of social networks, and interconnected scenes in 

Reykjavik there are some specifics mentioned by Prior that are important for Belgrade music 

scenes. One of the activities mentioned is of the collaboration of musicians within the music 

scene, which is characteristic of Belgrade’s music scenes. Some musicians are part of several 

bands, but there are also collaborations between members of electronic scene and indie music 

scene, as well as hip hop with turbo folk scenes. Promotion is also one of the activities 

important for both Reykjavik’s and Belgrade’s music scenes. Similar to the Reykjavik scene, 

Belgrade’s music experience is promoted in foreign press as the one which offers 

unconventional and hip experiences, which needs to be discovered, and where subcultural 

capital is needed. Because of all this, Prior’s research is very important for my study of 

Belgrade’s music scene. Another way of conceptualizing scenes, apart from music worlds and 

social networks, is milieu which Peter Webb has used to describe the Bristol scene.   

 

1.4 Milieu and Local Identity  

 

Another British scene that has been given an academic treatment is the Bristol scene in 

research done by Peter Webb (2004). For this research he used the term ‘milieu’ to describe 

what was going on in that city’s scene. In order to give us a better understanding of the ‘fabric 

and cultural geographic make-up of the city’ (Webb, 2004: 67), Webb gives us a brief overview 

of the city’s demographic details and its history. He mentions that Bristol’s industry relies 

mostly on the service sector, that one of the biggest employers is Rolls Royce, and that it is 

home to the University of West of England and the University of Bristol. Because of this, 

students have a big impact on the economy of the city as well as its music life.  
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Webb writes that there are two people very important for the history and culture in Bristol, 

Isambard Kingdom Brunel whose engineering and architectural work dominates Bristol’s 

landscape, and Edward Colston, who was a member of the Royal African Company, a shipping 

company involved in the slave trade, and who also did a lot of philanthropic work within the 

city. The city’s largest music venue is named after him – The Colston Hall, and it still causes 

controversy in the city. Massive Attack refused to play there because of Colston’s involvement 

with the slave trade and campaigned for the venue to change its name (Bristolpost, 2017).  By 

September 2020 it was in fact renamed as the Bristol Beacon (Morris, 2020). Webb says that 

there was no coherent strategy to support or fund popular music in the city, and most of the 

success stories were self-funded ventures until some commercial success came along.  

One of the key spaces in Bristol was the Dug Out, a club that was a melting pot of identities, 

ideas and tastes, according to the author. It was an ethnically mixed club with African-

Caribbeans and Punks in one place and music which ranged from the Clash to hip hop, funk and 

soul. Grant Marshall from Massive Attack was the club’s DJ for a while and, in the early 1980s, 

the Wild Bunch (which included members of Massive Attack) began DJing there.  

Webb provides an overview of music genres and scenes which spawned the renowned trip hop 

sound in the 1990s starting with reggae and moving on to jazz and punk. He links all the people 

from these aforementioned scenes to the scene in the 1990s so that Rob Smith who would later 

team up with Ray Mighty to form Smith and Mighty actually started in a reggae band called 

Restriction. Members of Massive Attack, Portishead and Smith and Mighty were all participants 

in the Bristol punk scene and absorbed many of the sensibilities and the DIY ethos that was 

crucial to the punk scene. One of the biggest names of the scene was the Pop Group formed in 

1977. Later on, in the 1980s the Wild Bunch became one of the most important sound systems 

in Bristol (comprising future members of Massive Attack and Nelle Hooper who went on to 

work with Soul II Soul). The advent of sound systems marked the change in how music was 

made in the city. A sound system usually had DJs and MCs (Master of Ceremonies), singers and 

sometimes graffiti artists in the place of the traditional guitar and bass player and a drummer. 

They would later evolve into a small production unit that would use computer-based studios 

and samplers, and Webb (2004) calls them a Producer Led Outfit (PLO). This marked the 
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essential change in the nature of music industry production, especially in dance music. One or 

two individuals would be at the center of the group’s writing and production, and some would 

have the singer as their core member and others had guest vocalists (like Massive Attack). For a 

live show they would bring additional musicians. Massive Attack started off with DJ and vocalist 

sets (like a sound system) and later developed into a full live band. This method of music 

production is now common in popular music.  All of this has influenced the creation of what 

Webb calls the holy trinity of the Bristol music scene in the 1990s – Massive Attack, Portishead 

and Reprazent. These bands were affected by the local punk, reggae, jazz and hip hop scenes 

which all contributed to the creation of ‘their own particular brand of musical cross-pollination’ 

(Webb 2004: 83).   

Webb writes about this method of cross-pollination and draws on phenomenology and Schutz’s 

(1970) concepts of relevancies to explain how certain sounds are created within the music 

scene. Durrschmidt (2000: 19) says that ‘the system of relevancies that frames the individual’s 

everyday life carries the index of his or her ‘biographical situation’ – life plans, projects, skills 

and corresponding stocks of knowledge’. Webb says that this ‘biographical situation’ of the 

individual can explain the nature of some of the musical production that has become associated 

with the city, such as reggae, jazz and a specific vocal technique. In Webb’s opinion, Schutz’s 

phenomenology can help us analyze how the development of certain music genres became 

standardized for a period of time as the dominant way to produce music within a certain city, 

and then were challenged and sometimes relegated as a last year’s thing. Schutz uses the 

concepts of relevancies and typification and suggests that systems of relevance and typification 

exist at any given historical moments and that they are passed down to the members of the 

musical milieu, and this milieu shapes our understanding of the world. Webb here shows how 

the local musicians use the conceptual frameworks of relevance and typification to create a 

dominant discourse of Bristol music.  

Webb also suggests that ‘in order to understand how a particular genre becomes 

institutionalized and associated with a particular locality, we need to have some understanding 

of the struggle that takes place within musical milieux and within the wider music industry’’ 

(Whiteley, 2004: 83). For this he turns to Bourdieu’s notion of the cultural field and the struggle 
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that occurs on a cultural capital and economic level. Webb suggests two things: that we see the 

popular music scene as a cultural field, which within itself has struggles for dominance and 

success, and secondly that at the heart of this field are ‘the phenomenological selves of the 

individuals’ (2004: 83), which means their narratives and histories. In order to get finance and 

recognition, the players in the scene battle it out among themselves and with the music 

industry. He gives the example of the Wild Bunch who had competition in other sound systems, 

but managed to find success, go to London and get a record deal, and in this he sees the 

development of most movements, scenes and genres specific to a certain location. There were 

other bands besides Massive Attack, Portishead and Reprazent in the Bristol scene, but these 

became the dominant ones because of their profile in the local scene and later on acceptance 

on a national level and in the global music industry.  

The previous sections have shown different approaches to researching local scenes, how local 

identity can be contested (Shank, 1994) but also the way in which the scenes are created from 

the inside relying on tight networks of people. It also brings us to another similar subject, how a 

certain sound becomes associated with a particular culture or region (like Bristol), or to put it in 

other words, how a certain sound becomes typical or authentic for a particular culture, region 

or genre.  

 

Milieu is a concept that best describes Belgrade and its adherent scenes in the way that it 

emphasizes the locality and history of the place. The system of relevancies reveals and carries 

the biographical situation of the actors on the Belgrade music scenes, which is most evident in 

Hip Hop scene. For this the cultural field of Belgrade is important, as the context in which these 

scenes play out, and their everyday practices and struggles that make these scenes what they 

are today. These struggles are of socio-political and economic nature, especially given that all 

the scenes were created in times of social upheaval, and in the heart of these struggles are 

narratives and histories of the people from these scenes. The next two sections will look into 

what is considered to be authentic for a particular genre or region.  
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1.5  Authenticity  

 

As Sarah Thornton discusses in her 1995 book Club Cultures, authenticity is one of the most 

important things in popular music, but it is ‘rarely analysed and persistently mystified’ (1995: 

26). It is one of the topics that, although quite elusive, has been addressed by many researchers 

of music. Basically, it often relates to something that has credibility or genuine character about 

it. Authenticity ‘is to music what happy endings are to Hollywood cinema – the reassuring 

reward for suspending belief’ (Thornton, 1995: 26). For instance, the live gig was considered to 

have this kind of authentic aura. With the changing modes of production and consumption of 

music, particularly work in the studio, records were the ones that got that air of authenticity, 

because they were the originals from which all other performances should look up to. When it 

comes to pop and rock musicians, as Thornton further mentions, authentic can also mean 

something else, namely being true to your community or representing community. In other 

words, how real the musicians seem to their audience.  

 

Hip hop is another good example of how authenticity is perceived, and since this genre is a part 

of my research, I will elaborate a little bit more about it here. One of the recurring themes in 

the research on hip hop culture is the question of authenticity, because the genre originates 

from African-American street culture, but is at the same time appropriated by white audience. 

Some studies (Beadle, 1993; Light, 1992) find this authenticity of hip-hop in African-American 

street culture, but there are others (Gilroy, 1993; Mitchell, 1996; Bjurström,1997) who suggest 

that hip-hop can be culturally mobile, as it is culturally appropriated by different groups of 

young people. In his study of Hip Hop culture in Newcastle, UK and Frankfurt, Germany, 

Bennett (2000) distinguishes several hip hop scenes within both cities, based on how they 

interpret hip hop culture and what the message they wish to convey is.  

 

Bennett distinguishes three different hip-hop scenes in the German city of Frankfurt, and only 

one of them could claim to have the African-American street culture authenticity. In the first of 

these scenes, the process of localization of hip hop occurs. Frankfurt is a city of many different 
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migrants, the so-called Gastarbeiter (guest workers), among these many come from North 

Africa, South East Asia and southern Europe. These groups of second-generation immigrants 

began incorporating German into their lyrics and are mostly rapping about their attempt to 

integrate into German society. Many of them are still treated as second-rate citizens due to 

their place of origin, and by rapping in German they want all the people to understand their 

problems. On the other hand, there is another scene which is prouder of their roots, namely 

the Turkish rappers, whose music has an opposite effect in the sense that they send a defiant 

message to their German hosts.  

The third group of rappers rely on African-American sentiments and are the closest to the 

original hip hop music. However, Bennett claims that even they can be seen as the expression 

of ‘local’ hip hop thanks to the fact that Frankfurt was the place where US Army personnel were 

stationed during the Cold war era. As Bennett writes: ‘… the presence of several large US Army 

bases in and around Frankfurt meant that the local citizens were kept constantly in touch with 

many aspects of US culture – particularly US films, shown both in German and in their original 

English versions’, US-style diners and, most importantly US music and fashion’ (Bennett, 2000: 

139). This is why Frankfurt was introduced to soul and funk very early and many new clubs 

opened in the period the US Army was there.  

On the other hand, Newcastle on Tyne is predominantly white, working class and post-

industrial. Iain Chambers (1976) writes that the appropriation of the African-American music by 

white British working-class youth is due to their similar structural position. In his work on 

ethnicity and race in the North East of England, Anoop Nayak (2003) discusses the so-called 

Wiggers or the B-Boys, who mimic black identity through their love of hip hop, basketball and 

consumption of fashion and haircuts. They comprise a diverse group of youth including 

members from various middle- and working-class backgrounds. Real Geordies (another 

subcultural group that Nayak mentions who are more interested in local identities) consider 

them to be ‘race traitors’ (Nayak, 2003: 107), people who have relinquished their white 

heritage in favor of more global ethnicities. These ‘Wiggers’ are the young people in Newcastle 

that Bennett describes, who listen to hip hop and appropriate the authentic African-American 

identity.  
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Bennett says that there was a scene formed around ‘Groove’, an independent record shop in 

the center of Newcastle and people around this scene thought that hip hop could only be 

understood in terms of African-American cultural context. On the other hand, there was 

another scene which revolved around Newcastle’s white hip hop culture, which speaks of the 

British working-class experience. This is a localized version of the African-American sentiment 

and the author gives the example of this culture in a rapper called Ferank, and rapping style 

known as ‘freestyle’ in which white rappers address issues that are particular to Newcastle and 

its people. It will be interesting to see if such groups of Hip Hop fans exist in Belgrade, but also 

to see how much the appropriation and localization of hip hop music, which now addresses 

current issues in everyday Serbia, reflect the original African-American sentiment. As I have 

already mentioned, the question of authenticity is quite broad and can show up in many forms, 

and the following section will explain one of those forms which I consider to be particularly 

important for my own study, which is why I have dedicated a separate section to it.  

 

1.6 National Identity  

 

The question of authenticity is also raised in two other studies on music in Bulgaria (Levy, 2004) and 

Israel (Regev, 1996). This question overlaps with another important theme for my study, which is 

national identity, looked at through the prism of cultural elitism and the presence of ’the other’. Levy’s 

research is on chalga, an ‘Oriental’ or ‘Macedonian’ style of music popular in Bulgaria, which is 

mostly coming from the local cultures of Gypsies and Turks. It originally came from a musical 

style in the mid-nineteenth century which ‘implies music played for pleasure that meets 

people’s everyday needs’ (Levy, 2004:45). Originally known as chalgija, this music style has 

never ceased to be performed in Bulgaria and saw the first bigger revival in the 1980s, 

particularly in the music of the so-called wedding bands. The 1990s saw the second revival of 

chalgija, which gave more prominence to dancing and mass participation. Then, the rebranded 

“Chalga” became the most popular pop music genre, which was now competing for its place 

with the western-oriented pop music. This trend of ethnically based local pop music was made 
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possible after 1989 because of the emergence of private commercial stations, which were non-

existent during the 45 years of post-WWII centralized polices which ruled the national media.  

However, even though the market became more liberal after the fall of communism, the 

cultural elites saw chalga as a kind of moral panic. They criticized the fact that this genre of 

music did not represent pure Bulgarian ethnicity (meaning the one that aligns with the 

‘Western’ ideals of Bulgaria), labelling the music as vulgar, backward and uncivilized: ‘… the 

inherited (the Balkan) was conceptualized as the culturally horrifying ‘other’, that is, the enemy 

inside the nation, while the acquired (global, western-influenced and western-oriented pop 

music trends) was considered as a promising friendly sign outside the nation leading to modern 

civilization and future prosperity’ (Levy, 2004: 44).  

This ‘concern for good taste’ actually raised many other questions about how people perceive 

high and low culture, national identity, but also raised many eyebrows over intolerance towards 

ethnic minorities in Bulgaria. As Levy says, the ‘public war’ against chalga started in the mid-

1990s, at the time when the genre reached the peak of its popularity across the nation, and the 

genre was mainly ignored by the national media. Levy finds that the national discourse in 

Bulgaria still very much excludes and marginalizes not the ‘distant other’ but that ‘local other’, 

who reminds the listeners of the existence of particular Balkan stock in music. However, the 

author ends on a more optimistic note. She finds that the advent of cultural globalization and 

the so-called ‘world music’ stimulate cultural diversity and that ‘modern people are learning to 

appreciate the ‘different’, not solely as a source of the exotic, just for a change, but as a 

challenge to their own cultural identity’ (Levy, 2004:52). Levy’s research is a great addition to 

the study of music and place as it raises many questions like those of authenticity, national 

identity and the role of marginalized and minority people in music through the example of 

chalga, which many considered inauthentic and not aligning with pure Bulgarian identity, and 

some parts of this will also be the topic of Regev’s study.  

In his study of Israeli rock music and the so-called Musica mizrakhit, Regev (1996) tries to 

answer the question if there is authentic Israeli music. He says that there are two opposed 

opinions on this matter, and generally speaking Israeli rock music is considered to have that 
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element of ‘Israeliness’, which Musica mizrakhit seems to lack. Musica mizrakhit has existed 

since the mid-1970s outside the repertory of the so-called zemer ivry (Hebrew song). The fact 

that it relies on Mediterranean and Middle-eastern sources, does not have many original songs, 

and that its performers and audience were viewed as lower class have all contributed to the 

exclusion of this style of music from the dominant ‘Israeliness’. Still, the music enjoyed wide 

popularity. Apologists of the music were complaining in the 1990s about cultural discrimination 

and how it was ignored by the state media. In other words, similar to the example of Bulgarian 

chalga, cultural elites deemed it too ethnic and oriental, or as ‘the other’ in the national 

discourse.  

This position basically called for ‘de-ethnicization’ of Musica mizrakhit by the dominant Israeli 

channels, to give it the aura of native Hebrew music. Regev gives the example of two singers, 

Haim Moshe and Ofer Levi who, gradually during the 1990s started to incorporate shirei eretz 

Israel (the songs of Israel) into their style of music and thus got the national recognition they 

wanted. He gives examples of two other Muzica mizrakhit musicians, Avihu Medina and Zohar 

Argov, whose work was reassessed and included in the national discourse - the former because 

of his public activity and the 1993 tribute concert, and the latter because of the play and movie 

that were produced after his death.   

Israeli Rock, however, is a music culture with a cosmopolitan orientation. As such it was 

welcomed in the national process of ‘Israelisation’. Rock culture emerged in Israel around 1970 

as a reaction to shirei eretz Israel and it was seen as culturally liberating, innovative and 

international. However, Israeli rock had to slightly modify its cosmopolitanism in order to be 

incorporated into the national culture. For instance, some radical rock musicians, whose music 

did not include the elements of shirei eretz Israel did not gain recognition and also, ballads were 

more accepted in the repertory. General discourse about rock music in Israel is that it is a 

national achievement and that it is created by Israelis from their experience and with the 

materials they are exposed to in Israeli social reality; therefore, it is no less authentic than any 

other style of Hebrew music. Regev then gives the example Aviv Geffen, who opposed Israeli 

militarism and became the voice of the young generation in the 1990s. The author concludes 

the article with the story of Ofra Haza, who in the beginning was typically associated with the 
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audience and musicians of musica mizrakhit and eventually became the biggest export of 

Jewish-Israeli ethnicity following her international success with the hit single ‘Im Nin Alu’.   

The cases of chalga and musica mizrakhit show how the fear of ‘the other’ can raise questions 

of authenticity, and the Turbo-folk genre raises the same fears in Serbia (Turbo-folk is further 

discussed in Historical chapter – Chapter 3), particularly with cultural elites who are more 

Western oriented and who consider this type of music to be too oriental, but mostly 

inauthentic, even a threat to national identity. The concerns about good taste also show how 

genres like chalga and musica mizrakhit were considered low culture as opposed to Western-

oriented Rock music, and the chapter on Hip Hop (Chapter 6) also demonstrates how these 

concerns were raised in Hip Hop scene. When Hip Hop started mixing Turbo-folk in their music, 

this also raised questions about good taste and bad taste among urban elite and old-school Hip 

Hop artists, who disliked this mélange of genres, and considered them to be ‘the other’ in Hip 

Hop music. National identity is also the topic of the Hip Hop chapter (Chapter 6), which 

discusses the nationalistic overtones in some of Hip Hop artists like Beogradski sindikat and 

Marlon Brutal, and what happens in songs which could be considered patriotic cross that line 

into nationalistic songs.  

 

However, it is interesting to note that during the 1950s and 1960s rock music was also 

considered to be ‘the other’, a Western import in Eastern Europe, where the authorities were 

quite cautious about their youth being exposed to it. This is something I mention in the section 

about Yugoslavia, but also what Peter Wicke (1992) and Anna Szemere (1992) discuss about in 

their research on East Germany and Hungary, respectively. However, the role of rock music has 

changed over the years, and one of the aspects that I am going to mention in the next section, 

is how it became a tool for political changes in the East Germany.  
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1.7 Music and Political Changes   

 

As will be seen in the Indie Pop chapter (Chapter 4), association of music and politics, social 

changes and social protests in the Western world is often connected to the 1960s, particularly 

in the United States. However, this section will be dedicated to the research done on Eastern 

Europe, which is especially relevant to discussions of Serbia whether in the pre- or post-war 

context. When it comes to literature on Eastern Europe in the period of Cold War Era, Peter 

Wicke’s and Anna Szemere’s (1992) work on East Germany and Hungary respectively provide 

significant scholarship to examine. Both authors give us glimpses of rock music in the socialist 

period of two countries, which, in many ways, also relates to the situation of Yugoslavia during 

this time. However, this is also a look behind the Iron Curtain, as both of these countries were 

part of the Soviet bloc, which was more repressive and critical than Yugoslavia was when it 

came to rock music. In Yugoslavia artists had much more freedom of expression than those in 

countries like East Germany (there will be more discussion about Yugoslavia’s period of rock 

music in Chapter 3).  

 

Peter Wicke starts off with the claim that rock music played an important role in the dramatic 

period of the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) in 1989, right before the fall of the 

Berlin Wall and the reunification with the Western Germany. He writes that rock music 

contributed to the erosion of totalitarian regimes throughout Eastern Europe long before their 

eventual demise. He locates the beginning of the history of GDR and rock music in 1965 when it 

was decided at a meeting of the Central Committee of the Communist Party that rock music 

could not be in accordance with the socialist society. The point of criticism was that the party’s 

youth organization and media had failed to counter the Western influence communicated by 

this type of music. This was the first time that the Stalinist system was confronted with a 

cultural movement that threatened socialism and its way of life. However, as rock music was 

progressing in the GDR, seven years later the politburo had no other option but to embrace 

rock music as a legitimate cultural activity of young people. Rock musicians started to get more 

political through their music, and this involved tackling different phenomena such as 
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unnecessary bureaucracy, corruption and double moral standards. Rock music was now 

accepted by large segments of young people in the GDR.  

The authorities continued to monitor the content of music produced by rock artists, and very 

soon they began to purge the creative landscape under the slogan ‘whoever is not for us is 

against us’ (Wicke, 1992: 84), resulting in the exodus of the most popular artists from the GDR. 

Many of those who expressed solidarity with the exiled musician suffered the same fate. After 

these events, the state authorities launched an offensive against the remaining musicians to 

depoliticize them. This was done by creating a dependency system for the artists through which 

the bands were forced to rely on the state for resources and services, passports, financial aid, 

permits to import instruments and so on.  

 Nevertheless, the musicians managed to establish a political discourse in the songs by using 

metaphors and lyrics which should be read between the lines. This was a way of negotiating 

their artistry and both musicians and their audiences knew how to use this power of 

negotiation to the fullest. As Wicke states, ‘within Eastern European communist regimes, 

radical purposes were often better served through the politics of negotiation’ (Wicke, 1992: 

85). Audiences placed a lot of emphasis on perceived elements of resistance in music, and this 

made rock bands even more popular and gave them great political power. Performance 

prohibition was no longer possible because of the popularity of the bands. There were also 

economic reasons for the authorities to stay out of the way of rock musicians, as many had 

contracts with record companies located in West Germany, and royalties of those deals went to 

the state. Silly, one of the rock bands, even managed to release their album Batallion d’Amour 

without the approval of the state authorities. Other bands followed this practice, and gradually, 

the state lost more and more control over rock music. This led to the younger generation of 

musicians not being willing to use negotiation techniques any more, especially after the state 

openly refused to follow Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika in the late 1980s. At 

this moment the state authorities led by Honecker devised a plan to split the rock scene into 

two camps, by leaving the young generation to do what they wanted to do, and by tightening 

the grip over the older generation of musicians. However, this plan backfired and created even 

more solidarity between all generations of musicians.  



43 
 

On the evening of September 18th 1989, when many people were defecting across the 

Hungarian border to West Germany, around 100 of the GDR’s most popular rock musicians 

signed the declaration demanding changes in the system of the state. Wicke writes that this 

declaration sparked the sequence of events that were to follow. This was still the time when 

political power was in the hands of the Stalinist regime, so the authorities tried to prevent the 

statement from being read, even arresting some young performers. However, the solidarity 

between musicians and audiences was very high, many people took to the streets to protest 

against the actions of the government and the rest is history, as they say. It is important to 

note, that with the advent of capitalism and the dissolution of all GDR media networks, almost 

the whole original music scene was gone and, within months, most of the musicians lost the 

opportunity to perform or make records.  

Anna Szemere (1992) looks at the short-lived punk/new wave movement in socialist Hungary, 

which coincided with the emergence of many cultural, religious and strictly political movements 

after decades of repression. In order for these music movements to happen, significant 

processes had to take place including the loosening of the centralized political control over the 

production and consumption of rock music. The important characteristic of this movement was 

its marginality in the socio-cultural world of Hungary, with musicians ‘too marginal to be 

pressed or corrupted by the need to make ‘big money’ through pop music’ (Szemere, 1992: 94). 

The Hungarian punks also reworked the Western punk bohemian ideology of marginality by 

adding new dimensions to it, mainly their view and experience of history.  

Not many of the artists ever got to see their record released, as the record industry was 

centralized and there was a great political grip on it, and those records that were released 

experienced such a delay that they served almost like archive material. Here the political 

struggle was over the meaning of a text, but unlike in Western Rock where the struggle was 

over the material that was already in the public, here the struggle was over whether the 

material should be published at all. This made the whole production use more coercive than 

hegemonic control (as in the West, where counter-hegemonic material eventually becomes 

incorporated into the mainstream) and consequently led to lyrics having more layers of 
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meaning. Similar to Wicke’s description of East Germany’s rock scene, audiences were used to 

double entendres and reading between the lines for political content.  

Szemere gives the example of two bands that were prominent in the punk/new wave scene. 

The Beatrice were more of ‘ragged’ punk rockers, who were social realists depicting lower-class 

life, whereas the Spions were celebrated as the initiators of avant-garde punk/new wave and 

the beginnings of the art punk subculture is connected to their first three provocative concerts 

in 1978. The art punks had a middle-class background and they were never really integrated 

into the Hungarian pop industry. Szemere argues that these two styles of Hungarian punk/new 

wave movement replicated the British dichotomy of punk as a youth subculture and punk as 

pop style, as suggested by Simon Frith (1983). The Young Artists’ Club was the main place 

where the so-called ‘marginal intelligentsia’ gathered, which had a truly Bohemian atmosphere, 

particularly due to excessive alcohol consumption.  

The treatment of the bands by the establishment was one of ambivalence and uncertainty as 

many of them had their record contracts terminated easily. Even though the critics lauded 

many of these bands, the same bands were denied access to the national music business. The 

musicians themselves were not really keen on publicity, and in most cases, they relied for their 

promotion on the enthusiasts, as sort of cultural brokers, who would promote them for free. 

Nevertheless, live shows remained the main source of communication with the audience.  

The art punk movement was also significant in terms of self-reflection, innovation and style, but 

also with sex and drugs, a feature which was mostly suppressed in Eastern Europe, according to 

the author. They also relied on visual images and stage choreography.  

Lyrically speaking, the most common underlying theme of the punk and new wave movement 

was the anxiety and frustration with social and historical awareness. This could be something of 

an existential nature, but also comes from the position of postwar youth generations in 

Hungary, who grew into adulthood aware of their insignificance as social actors (Csengey, 

1983). Some bands like the Control were comfortable with making direct political statements, 

although only through music and not outside of musical context. Another band, the Europe 

reworked the punk ideology of ‘no future’, which had two meanings – on one hand, unreal and 
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almost dated (which was connected to the general sense of despair), and on the other hand in 

their later songs more challenging and fascinating (mostly coming from the late 20th century 

technological progress). The Riding Coroners explored a combination between shamanistic folk 

music and punk, and in this connection between the pre-modern and the postmodern lies the 

band’s critique of modernity and obsession with superstars and leaders. 

The year 1983 marked the decline of the punk and new wave avant-gardism in Hungary. Many 

of the innovations introduced by these bands had already been integrated into mainstream 

rock. The topic of pessimism and frustration also became popular even in mainstream 

Communist papers and as early as 1984 the underground publication Jo Vilag, for which many 

noted artists and musicians wrote, discussed the advent of ‘new mentality’, or optimism which 

should oppose the dominant culture of despair.  

In answering the question whether Punk/New Wave movement was political or not, Szemere 

writes that it was not political in the conventional sense of the word. In words of The Europe’s 

singer/composer, there is a distinction between ’cultural matters’ (the musical practices of 

Punk/New Wave movement) and ‘Realpolitik’. On one hand, being a Realpolitiker means that 

you go out to the street to demonstrate against censorship, or write a song about it. Cultural 

matters ‘merely embrace and register the all-encompassing mood’ (Szemere, 1992: 114) and 

are of no strategic or political importance. In the case of Serbia, it is evident that the anti-

government protests were a part of the Realpolitik rather than cultural matters, as they crossed 

the line from the general mood of protesting to actual protests in the streets in the 1990s. This 

distinction is important for understanding the difference between Belgrade’s New Wave scene, 

which belongs more to the category of cultural matters, from Indie Pop which belongs to the 

category of Realpolitik. Although it is worth noting that when it comes to censorship in Hungary 

and East Germany as opposed to Yugoslavia, the level of censorship was much lower and 

Yugoslav New Wave did not have problems that their Hungarian and East German counterparts 

experienced. The Indie pop chapter (Chapter 4) also draws on the work of Peter Wicke, showing 

how there is a connection between music and political changes, and how musicians were 

instrumental in bringing down the respective regimes in East Germany and Serbia. The 

relationship between music and social protests will further be discussed in the Indie Pop 
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chapter (Chapter 4), but the last segment will be dedicated to the places where music is 

consumed, namely music venues.  

 

1.8  Music Venues (spaces of music performance and 

consumption)  

 

Another very important theme when studying music scenes is the spaces or the venues where 

like-minded people congregate and around which scenes are created. Moreover, venues like 

Eric’s in Liverpool, the Factory in Manchester and the Limit in Sheffield are described as 

important foci, as Crossley calls them, where people from the punk and post-punk scenes used 

to hang out. Beyond Crossley’s work, however, other scholars have addressed the importance 

of nightclubs and music venues. Shank (1994), for example, has written about the so-called 

honky-tonks where musicians used to sing. Christine Feldman-Barrett’s (2017) research on 

Chicago’s music scene tells the story of Medusa’s, an alternative all-ages nightclub, which was 

operational from 1983 to 1992. Medusa’s was the place where the so-called ‘alternative’ kids 

could feel at home. Feldman-Barrett mentions that the Medusa’s scene is significant in two 

ways – first, that it was accessible to those under the legal drinking age. In this way teenagers 

were exposed to different subcultural styles that were otherwise inaccessible in the dominant 

mainstream culture. Second, it was a queer-friendly place during the onset of the AIDS crisis 

and people were allowed to express themselves outside the norms of what she calls ‘Chicago’s 

conservative, Midwestern culture’ (Feldman-Barrett, 2017: 15).   

However, it is interesting to note that even though Medusa’s was operated by gay men, it 

didn’t simply adopt the usual dance/disco repertoire from the gay clubs, but it went further 

with influences from British-based punk and goth subcultures. Some intimate-feeling concerts 

were also held at the venue, and there was a video room where music videos were shown. 

Medusa’s was located in Lakeview, Chicago’s most Bohemian neighborhood, which also 

included places like Dunkin’ Donuts where young people would gather during the night.  
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Nearby, the record store owned by the Wax Trax! label, was also essential to the city’s 

alternative scene. The club was also ethnically and racially diverse, although the majority of the 

audience was white. Nevertheless, what mattered most was belonging, kinship and being a 

‘subcultural outsider’, because being a part of the Medusa’s scene meant thinking along 

subcultural rather than ethnic and racial lines. As Feldman-Barrett writes, if Medusa’s had a 

credo ‘it was that being authentic to oneself was what mattered most’ (2017:12).   

When it comes to venues in Belgrade and their relevance to the scene, Belgrade has had in its 

history many clubs that were popular not only among young people, but which have a history 

dating back to the years of their parents’ own youth culture. Some of those clubs were even 

directly connected to the creation of certain scenes, like the Academy (Punk/New Wave) in the 

1970s and 1980s and the Industry (Dance/Techno) in the 1990s. One of the key places to go 

out, particularly in the summer are the so-called ‘splavs’ (literally rafts, but actually river boats), 

and BBC reported on them in an article in August 2017 (Vukovic, 2017). According to the article, 

there are about 300 of these floating boats which lie on two rivers that go through Belgrade, 

the Danube and the Sava. As will be described in detail in EDM chapter (Chapter 5), there are 

now three major hubs in the city where many clubs are lined up and these are some of the 

most popular places for going out throughout the whole year.  Many of those clubs fall into the 

category of a new ‘night-time economy’ (Hollands, 2002), which caters more to the mainstream 

taste and leaves less space for specific subcultural experience.  

 

1.9 Theorizing the Belgrade Music Scene  

 

My research will include the analysis of three different music genres in Serbia – electronic 

dance, hip-hop and indie pop. In analyzing these genres (and their adherent subcultures and 

scenes), it is important to find a suitable analytical framework. All post-subcultural theories 

revolve around individualism rather than collectivism in subcultures, classlessness rather than 

class-based consumerism. The identities constructed with such cultural practices are more fluid 
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and less fixed. These are all characteristics of the scenes I wish to address and post-subcultural 

concepts like scenes, music worlds, milieu and subcultural capital fit this kind of research.  

 

The aforementioned concepts are used to fully explicate the cultural dynamics at play in the 

Belgrade music scene. ‘Scene’ itself is the overarching concept that incorporates music worlds, 

milieu and subcultural capital, and is used to mark the borders of this research. Milieu’s set of 

relevancies and dispositions shows types of social practices that are locally specific to Belgrade. 

Some of these social practices that are specific to Belgrade can be found within the scene 

members who possess subcultural capital, but also strong social networks or music worlds that 

show how close-knit communities and their adherent scenes function. This is a cultural field as 

suggested by Webb (2004), within which are situated the narratives and histories of scene 

artists who, through their songs, discuss everyday experiences in Belgrade. These are artists 

who are closely connected through their own networks and independent labels, creating music 

worlds which are specific to a particular locality and thus have the characteristics of a particular 

milieu. And milieu as a concept is created through struggle. This Belgrade milieu was created 

through a struggle seen in anti-government protests, transition from socialist to neo-liberal 

market and commodification of the night-time economy. All these things have affected the 

creation of a specific Belgrade milieu and the cultural dynamics in this scene, which will be 

analysed through the concepts outlined above.  

 

The concept of scenes as a term used by Straw implies something more than the musicians, it 

also includes fans and venues that are part of it, and this is the reason why scene is a concept 

that comes first in this kind of research. The venues in Belgrade have a character and life of 

their own, and some that are mentioned above like the new hubs and floating boats are the 

reason why these scenes are popular with tourists. As mentioned before in this chapter, music 

worlds are characterized by social networks which are very important for music scenes in 

Belgrade, particularly Indie Pop scene (Chapter 4), just as they have been in Manchester 

(Crossley) or Reykjavik (Prior). They are without the big publishing industry and support of 

media, which is also another big characteristic of the Belgrade scene.  
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All three scenes also have the characteristic of milieu as described by Webb, where systems of 

relevancies that show the biographical situation of an individual or a group is most evident in 

Hip Hop, which in its lyrics portrays Belgrade’s everyday experiences. Another characteristic of 

a milieu is struggle, and in the case of Belgrade’s music scenes this could be the struggle from 

the period when these individual scenes were forged in the 1990s, which was a period of wars 

and a period of mass anti-government demonstrations. This kind of struggle can also be seen in 

the research of Wicke and Szemere on East Germany and Hungary, respectively, which are also 

applicable to the Belgrade music scene.  

 

When it comes to the relationship between music and political and social changes, the work of 

Wicke and Szemere both show how some of these processes happened in East Germany and 

Hungary before the fall of the Berlin Wall, about a decade before protests in Belgrade. Some 

similar techniques, including many musicians and huge protests in the capital of Serbia, were 

used during the regime of Slobodan Milosevic in the 1990s and have been instrumental in 

ousting Milosevic from his office (Grujicic, 1999). What I am interested in also is if music still has 

the political voice it used to have in the times of more oppressive political regimes. I can give 

the example of Hip Hop artists (Beogradski sindikat) who were voicing their dissatisfaction with 

the regime in Serbia in the early 2000s and were eventually invited to be the guests on a TV 

show together with the President to challenge him face-to-face. More recently the same Hip 

Hop band released a song literally days before the general election in 2016 called ‘The System is 

Lying to You’, referring to the then Prime Minister, now President Aleksandar Vucic, which also 

provoked a comment from him saying that he understood the boys from the band and that he 

had to fight harder for the future of youth (RTS, 2016). Another Hip Hop artist, Marcelo, was 

one of the people who publicly supported the main opposition leader in the presidential 

election in Serbia in 2017. I believe that this ‘people’s voice’ is prominent among hip hop artists, 

and that it was also a part of the punk/new wave sentiment, but can it still be a factor of social 

change? Analysis of the Indie Pop scene will show how much it is relevant today, 20 years after 

the democratic changes in Serbia. 
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Analysis into hip hop will also be reliant on Bennett’s research of authenticity in hip hop and 

also the segment on national identity from my literature review chapter. As will be shown in 

the chapter on hip hop (Chapter 6), it is considered to be the most local out of these three 

scenes, and in that way arguably the most authentic, in the sense that it talks about everyday 

problems of the community. It is also the only one of the scenes where the lines between the 

local and national are blurred, as there is a line of rappers whose music is considered to be 

nationalistic. However, a new subgenre of Trap is becoming increasingly popular in Belgrade, 

and this one uses elements of the turbo-folk genre, which is close to ‘the other’ element as 

described by Levy and Regev in their research on Bulgarian and Israeli music scenes. Therefore, 

today’s hip hop scene will rely on the descriptions of authenticity and national identity from 

literature review chapter.  

 

Subcultural capital, as described by Thornton (1995) is characteristic of EDM scene, where 

many people who go clubbing have this kind of capital, which is why Belgrade nightlife today 

has that ‘hipster’ flavour known from European cities like Berlin. This is also something that 

arguably delivers the ‘authentic’ experience of Belgrade, which has communal and almost neo-

tribal (Malbon, 1999) character. Subcultural capital, along with themes and concepts presented 

in this literature review like social networks, milieu, national identity, music and political 

changes, social protests and authenticity are topics that will be discussed more in-depth in the 

following chapters, and are some of the most important themes related to Indie Pop, EDM and 

Hip Hop music scenes in Belgrade.  
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter will cover the main methodological approaches used in the ethnographic research 

that informs the findings of this study. First, it will focus on the qualitative method, and 

particularly semi-structured interviews, used in the ethnographic research. Second, it will 

discuss the method of sampling used to obtain the interviewees. The chapter will then focus on 

how I established a rapport by comprehending participant’s view of the world better and by 

gaining trust. In this way, the participant was more communicative which brought more quality 

to the data results. The next section will discuss insider knowledge of the researcher, which I 

found to bring deeper level of understanding and empathy with the participants, and a quicker 

way of accessing the participants and establishing trust with them. The chapter ends with a 

discussion of the final stages of the empirical research process, namely analysis and writing up.  

There are two main types of research and these are qualitative and quantitative. I chose 

qualitative research as it tries to understand people’s meanings and descriptions of events, 

rather than seeking to count and measure things (Berg, 1989) and as I am more interested in 

‘’data construction ’rather than ‘data collection’’ (Schrøder, 2003: 30). As Denzin & Lincoln 

write, ‘the word qualitative implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities and on processes 

and meanings that are not experimentally examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms 

of quantity, amount, intensity or frequency… [The researchers] seek answers to questions that 

stress how social experience is created and given meaning’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011:8). On the 

other hand, quantitative research emphasizes ‘the measurement and analysis of causal 

relationships between variables, not processes’ (Denzin& Lincoln, 2011: 8).  

The epistemological standpoint of this project lies in social constructionism, which implies that 

‘social phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors’ 

(Bryman, 2008: 19). The qualitative approach provides the researcher with the opportunity to 

detect complexities in the process of meaning negotiation and an insight into how respondents 
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construct discourses. My chosen methodology for this project is ethnography, because it offers 

the opportunity to engage with respondents on a deep and qualitative level. The use of 

ethnography in youth/music studies has proven an effective approach, as it is ‘’more in touch’ 

with the object of study (Bennett, 2002: 464).  

2.1  Semi-structured Interviews  

This project incorporates semi-structured interviews with members of Indie Pop, Electronic 

Dance and Hip Hop music scenes (around 10-15 people per genre/scene) including musicians, 

fans, and some people from the music industry, such as music journalists and radio DJs. A total 

of 41 interviews were conducted in the period from January to July 2018.  

The main method of research for this particular project was in-depth interviews, particularly 

semi-structured interviews, as the study involves three different case studies. As Bryman 

suggests in relation to semi-structured interviews, ‘if you are doing multiple case-study 

research, you are likely to find that you will need some structure in order to ensure cross-case 

compatibility’ (2008: 440). Also, they provide insights into how research participants view the 

world, but where ‘the interviewee has a great deal of leeway in how to reply’ (2008: 438), 

which can lead to replies that are not necessarily facilitated by the closed question approach.  

The interviews I conducted in the course of the research lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. I 

had a set of prepared questions and, depending on the responses to those, a few follow-up 

questions were asked to provide additional clarity or detail. Some of the questions included in 

the interview were: ‘Can you explain why you like to listen to (a specific) genre of music?’, 

‘What types of technology do you use to listen to music, and what types of media do you 

consume related to music’, ‘Is the message of the song important to you? Do you prefer to 

listen to lyrics in Serbian or English?’ or ‘Do you think that music can have some effect on 

society?’. The interviews took place in a public space/venue that was agreed upon by both 

interviewer and interviewee. All interviews were done face-to-face. The interviews were 

recorded using a digital voice recorder and subsequently transcribed and translated by me.  
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Using semi-structured interviews has some advantages as it ‘enables participants to describe 

what is meaningful or important to them using their own words rather than being restricted to 

predetermined categories; thus, participants may feel more relaxed and candid’ (Minichiello et 

al., 2008: 70). However, there are some downsides to using semi-structured interviews, such as 

that the researcher is not able to observe the participants in their everyday life, so that the 

interview becomes ‘a co-creation between the interviewer and the interviewee’ (Minichiello et 

al., 2008: 70). In some cases, informants may also try to impress the researcher with their 

answers or to please the interviewer (Fontana & Frey, 2005), leading to unreliable data which 

can be a potential drawback to any kind of interviewing approach.   

Researchers themselves have to give their project participants undivided attention so that the 

interview has a natural flow with appropriate reactions (sometimes including nodding), and also 

follow-up questions. One interview lasted for up to one hour, and the process of transcribing 

and translating the interviews into English was time-consuming, but this did not pose a 

problem. Although transcribing is a very long process, there are reasons why it is good for 

researchers to transcribe their own interviews, which is what I did for my research. 

‘Researchers who transcribe their own interviews will learn much about their own interviewing 

style; to some extent they will have the social and emotional aspects of the interview situation 

present or reawakened during transcription and will already have started analyzing the 

meaning of what was said’ (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015: 207). In a way, this process of 

transcription helped me discover more details in interviews, and also find some of the codes 

and themes that were crucial in the later process of analyzing data. Many of the initial codes 

were dropped, or merged into bigger themes for my research, some of which were turned into 

subsections in the analysis process. However, the important thing is that the transcription 

process was significant in finding the themes for the analysis, as many were discovered during 

the process of transcription, which is why I think it was useful for me to transcribe full 

interviews myself.  

 

 



54 
 

2.2 Participants’ Demographics 

Participants for this study were people between 18 and 65 years of age based in Belgrade, 

Serbia. My aim was to interview primarily musicians and fans of three different genres of music 

(Electronic Dance, Hip Hop and Indie Pop), about 10-15 fans per genre, and also to conduct 

interviews with people from the music industry, such as music journalists, radio DJs and band 

members. I conducted 41 interviews overall – 16 interviews with music artists, 15 with people 

from the music industry and 10 fans. I approached the people from the music industry first, 

using their official emails, which I had prior to my research. Since I knew some of them 

personally due to my background in music journalism, I already had their contact information 

and could easily connect with them. Furthermore, the people from the music industry also 

served as gatekeepers who introduced me to music fans who were potentially interested in 

participating in this project. Then I sent emails to these potential participants, informing them 

of the study and its purpose and inviting them to participate in the research. Additionally, in 

line with the ‘snowball method’ (Bryman, 2015: 415) of recruitment, I followed any 

recommendations given to me by my gatekeepers for further, potential participants. With the 

snowball method, the ‘researcher makes initial contact with a small group of people who are 

relevant to the research topic and then uses these to establish contact with others’ (Bryman, 

2008: 184). Bryman gives the examples of two studies by Marzano and Scott (2009) and 

Vasquez and Wetzel (2009) in both of which ‘individuals were initially selected because they 

occupied a position relevant to the investigation, and this primary sample was then used to 

suggest further relevant participants to expand the research’ (Bryman, 2015: 419). For a study 

such as mine, interested in both music industry workers and music fans, snowball sampling 

worked well to find music fans who, otherwise, would have been hard to obtain for interview, 

as opposed to the people from the music industry who were easily recognised by their names 

and thus could be easily contacted.    
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2.3 Establishing Rapport 

Something that is commonly covered in methodology texts is the nature of the relationship that 

interviewer and interviewee should ideally have so that the interviews run smoothly. In other 

words, establishing rapport with the participants is important. As one researcher contends: 

‘This means that very quickly a relationship must be established that encourages the 

respondent to want (or at least be prepared) to participate in and persist with the interview’ 

(Bryman, 2008: 201). However, this should be a ‘delicate balancing act’ (ibid: 202) because ‘too 

much rapport may result in the interview going on too long and the respondent suddenly 

deciding that too much time is being spent on the activity’ (Bryman, 2008: 201). But as 

Minichiello et al. note ‘it is assumed that if the informant and the researcher “hit it off”, then 

the informant will be more communicative’ (2008: 82). The main question here is how to 

establish rapport? Some of the suggestions provided by Minichiello include trying to 

understand the informant’s perception of the world and to communicate your understanding at 

the same time, to try to gain trust of the informants and listen analytically to what they have to 

say. The interviews also should not feel like interrogation and should involve a short informal 

conversation prior to the interview as an ice breaking device. Taylor and Bogdan (1998) suggest 

‘setting the tone’ by having a little conversation before the actual interview, which should help 

the informant loosen up.  Since both I and my participants come from the same city, some of 

my ideas were having a casual conversation on how the informant got to the meeting place 

(and where from) so this could involve small talk about the not-so-good Belgrade traffic or the 

Belgrade borough the informant comes from (or my connections to it, friends I have in that part 

of the city). I had also thought we could start establishing rapport by discussing the place where 

we are conducting the interview (make some comments on it, mention how often I come to 

this or similar places and so on). Another idea of how to relax the informants in order for them 

to feel more relatable to me and my work was to present myself as a fan, not just as a 

researcher. I did this during the interview by mentioning some of the music I listen to, or some 

concerts I have attended and posed the same question to my informants. This allowed us to 

find some commonality in terms of what both of us listen to at home and to share some 

interesting stories about concerts, venues we attended and types of music we listen to. We also 
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discussed the technology and platforms that we use to obtain music, such as downloading, 

streaming, YouTube, Spotify or talk about iPods or other devices we use to listen to the music. I 

tried to be a supportive listener and it was particularly important to ‘give a non-judgmental or 

tolerant appearance to the informant because the continuation of the social interaction may 

rely on such perceived tolerance’ (Minichiello et al, 2008:85). As a researcher I am interested in 

all three genres of music (Indie Pop, EDM and Hip Hop), therefore, prior to all interviews, I 

believed that there should be no problem in having this kind of friendly interaction with the 

informant.  

Nowak & Haynes (2018) discuss the methodology of friendship within semi-structured 

interviews, suggesting that by taking ‘a pro-active approach to the uncertainty of semi-

structured interviews, the researcher is not simply reactive to the conditions and unfolding of 

the encounters with their informants, but they derive benefit from the situated nature of 

knowledge by fostering a favourable environment for the gathering of information’ (Nowak & 

Haynes, 2018: 7). This method where I was drawing on my ‘prior knowledge’ (ibid, 2018:7) has 

helped me to get more valuable information from my participants. This is something that 

turned out to be the right way of approaching my interviewees, because when they realised we 

had more in common than they assumed we would have, they were willing to discuss the 

question in a more elaborate and relaxed manner, which is why all the interviews resembled 

more a conversation than an interview worked upon fixed questions.  

Another way of establishing rapport is by organizing an interview schedule in such a way that 

the informant feels comfortable with the process of interviewing. For this I used the so-called 

funneling method, which basically includes the process where the interviewer starts the 

interview by asking more general questions and then leads the conversation to more concrete 

questions about the subject. In this way ‘the interview process can be a more relaxed and non-

threatening conversation. The informant can reflect at ease on general questions. It is only later 

in the conversation that he or she is required to be more specific in response’ (Minichiello et al., 

2008: 94). It is also important to stress that the semi-structured interview method provides 

flexibility in that questions can be asked that suit the context of the particular interview rather 

than simply follow through with the sequence of questions that appear in an interview 
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schedule. My plan was to start the interview with an ice-breaker, which was a very general 

question about the informants’ background and some of their habits relating to music, and then 

narrowed the area by asking some specific questions concerning the genre of music we were 

discussing. The example of a more general question was: ‘What genre(s) of music do you like? 

What were your first experiences with it?’; and a more specific question was: ‘How connected 

do you feel to other people who listen to the same type of music?’.  

 

Brinkmann & Kvale (2015) differentiate three interviewer positions: the pollster, the prober and 

the participant. For me, the role of the prober was an interesting one to deploy in my research. 

The prober is the one who is not only interested in the recording of opinions and attitudes but 

also wants to go beyond the surface. ‘The prober may present herself as akin to a friend 

perhaps working with what has been called a ‘method of friendship’ (Fontana & Frey, 2005), 

being able to ask questions strangers would not normally ask or in the guise of quasi-

psychotherapist’ (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015: 109). This method is similar to the one when the 

researcher should establish rapport with the informant, and is something I like pursuing during 

my interviews. This particular method has helped me go in depth with some specific topics 

relevant for the analysis or my research, for instance the topic of global influences on a specific 

genre of music, or the language used in songs (whether it is English or Serbian), or the question 

of authenticity of songs etc. With this friendship approach I was able to conduct longer 

interviews, which in turn led me to more specific answers for my analysis.  

However, this process of establishing rapport with the informants can lead to another problem, 

and that is how to disengage from participants once the interview has been done. Although the 

kind of approach I applied was one-off interviews, and thus not including deeper involvement 

with participants, ‘it should also be recognised that such a process is never devoid of some form 

of emotional commitment from both sides of the fence. If emotional commitment is a two-way 

process then emotional disengagement must also be a process’ (Minichiello et al., 2008: 179). 

My process of disengagement was to say that we have completed our interview, but that we 

will keep in touch via email (especially if there was any need for short follow-up questions) and 

that I would be notifying them on the outcome of research. In this way disengaging from the 
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respondents did not seem final, but rather kept respondents in the loop about my research. As 

it turned out we did not keep in touch during the process of analysis, but I will send a summary 

of the results to the ones that expressed interest in the final result.  

 

2.4  Insider knowledge 

 

I have already discussed some views on the position of a researcher when establishing rapport 

with participant in the previous section. Another issue that needs to be addressed is the 

position of a researcher as an insider to a community or scene. Given my background in music 

journalism, this kind of ‘subcultural capital’ (Thornton, 1995) was something that was of use in 

the study itself, but it could have had some disadvantages, primarily the ones concerning the 

maintaining of neutrality and objectivity in the process of interviewing and analysis, which is 

desirable in a sociological study. In the case of my research my background was useful in 

establishing a deeper connection with participants, where they felt more at ease to share their 

ideas with me, because they found me to be ‘one of them’, rather than just a researcher. It led 

to a conversational tone of the interview, conducted in a more relaxed manner. Jodie Taylor 

(2011), who conducted a study on queer culture in Brisbane, writes that some of the 

advantages of using insider knowledge include ‘deeper levels of understanding afforded by 

prior knowledge; knowing the lingo or native speak of field participants’ (Taylor, 2011: 3), 

better selection of informants and ‘quicker establishment of rapport and trust between 

researcher and participants’ (ibid: 3). Some of the examples of this kind of research in youth 

and subcultural studies include Malbon’s (1999) study of the clubbing scene and Paul 

Hodkinson’s (2002) work on the Goth scene. Both saw this insider position as an advantage in 

their research. Malbon has discussed how he, as an insider, was somebody who could 

empathize with the participants, as opposed to someone who was only ‘doing a project’ 

(Malbon, 1999: 32). Bennett (2002) criticized this position calling it an ‘uncritical celebration of 

their [the researchers’] insider status as a means by which to distance themselves from other 

researchers whose interest is apparently motivated simply by the demands of the research 
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project itself’ (Bennett, 2002: 463). Thus, placing yourself as better than the other researchers 

due to your insider position is also one of the major pitfalls of this kind of research. Jodie Taylor 

(2011) also discusses the pitfalls of being an ‘intimate insider’ and these were mostly ‘in 

relation to professional and personal ethical conduct, accountability, the potential for data 

distortion and my lack of objectivity and possible insider blindness’ (Taylor, 2011: 8). I tried 

avoiding this pitfall by establishing rapport with the participant, by using the ‘lingo or native 

speak’ of the participants and by letting participants take the lead and not letting my prior 

knowledge interfere with the process.  

 

One of the pitfalls of ethnographic studies for both insider and non-insider researchers is ‘going 

native’ when getting involved in researching a community. However, Ruth Finnegan (1989), 

who did a study of her own community in Milton Keynes, warns that when you are doing 

research of a familiar (or your own) community, the real problem is ‘being too much of an 

insider’ (Finnegan, 1989: 343). This was something I had to bear in mind while conducting my 

research. I believe that one of the alleviating circumstances for my research might be the fact 

that although I am doing this research as a Belgrader, I am at the same time an Australian-

based PhD student who has had time to distance himself from the place of research. The 

advantage of such distance was important following the fieldwork, especially given the fact that 

the actual process of data analysis was conducted in Australia.  I believe that removing myself 

from the familiar helped me adopt a more objective stance when analysing the data. 

 

2.5  Analysing Data and Writing Up 

 

Analysing data is not an easy task, particularly when it comes to qualitative research as this 

does not rely on reporting about numerals and quantity, but rather on finding the common 

themes emerging within the interviews and also on linking those themes to theoretical writings. 

There is not one particular method that is used in this process, but rather a number of different 

ways that this final stage of the qualitative research process can be approached. Taylor and 
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Bogdan (1984) propose three stages in the process of data analysis. The first one includes 

coding the data, finding themes and developing propositions; the second one involves refining 

the themes and propositions, whereas the last one is about reporting those findings.  

 

Brinkman & Kvale (2015) claim that the advantages of coding ‘are obvious: A meticulous coding 

of the transcripts forces the researcher to get acquainted with every possible detail in the 

materials, and for large data sets in particular, it gives an overview that can be very helpful’ 

(Brinkman & Kvale, 2015: 228). Some theorists even go as far as stating that this process is 

crucial for the outcome of the whole project: ‘The excellence of the research rests in large part 

on the excellence of coding’ (Strauss, 1987: 27). Generally speaking, the use of codes is a very 

good approach to the process of finding themes in your research in that they provide focus and 

sometimes through coding the data, the researchers can come across some ideas they had not 

thought of before.  

 

As for the best time to start developing coding categories, Minichiello writes that ‘the answer is 

simple: You start developing coding categories the moment you enter the field’ (Minichiello et 

al., 2008: 267). He also recommends recording, transcribing and analysing with coding of the 

previous set of fieldnotes before beginning your next interview, because new information can 

come up in this process that can be used in subsequent interviews to the researchers’ 

advantage. My process of coding, as suggested by Charmaz (2006), included two stages – initial 

coding and selective (or focused) coding. Initial coding may end up with more codes than 

needed, but it is good for creating new ideas, whereas ‘focused coding requires decisions about 

which initial codes make the most analytic sense to categorize your data incisively and 

completely’ (Charmaz, 2006: 57-8). In the latter process many original codes were dropped or 

substituted by new ones. Some of the codes from the interview questions like technology 

participants used to access music, venues they went to, magazines and webzines they used to 

follow music did not evolve into themes for the chapters in the end, but were useful for initial 

coding and placing the participants within the specific Belgrade music scene.  
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Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest a further stage in the coding process called axial coding, 

which is ‘a set of procedures whereby data are put back together in new ways after open 

coding, by making connections between categories’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990: 96). In many ways 

this process resembles the thematizing process, where theme is understood as an overarching 

concept that includes codes. For this thesis, I initially used codes, and from then on key themes 

were identified. In this case, theme was not treated the same as code, but was rather seen as 

something that ‘transcends any one code and is built up of groups of codes’ (Bryman, 2008: 

554). However, in some cases themes overlapped with codes. These themes were used as basic 

themes in the analysis process, but some of them changed when put against the theoretical 

framework and also in the process of writing up my findings. 

 

Some of the recommendations for writing up, include starting early, being persuasive, getting 

feedback, and avoiding sexist, racist and disablist language (Bryman, 2008). A good way to start 

is outlining your work including the focus of your thesis, and breaking it into manageable parts 

(Wolcott, 2001). The first thing I did upon finishing the transcription of the interviews was 

breaking the data into manageable parts and themes, which made it easier to approach the 

writing process in the first place. Also, it is good to practice being concise, and to rewrite your 

work so that ‘what you have written is said more clearly and precisely than in the previous 

draft’ (Minichiello et al, 2008: 295). My first drafts were longer and less concise, and I tried to 

be more precise with my last drafts. Bryman also underlines the importance of an argument 

and writes: ‘Ask yourself: What is the key point or message that I want my readers to take away 

with them when they have finished reading my work?’ If you cannot answer that simple 

question satisfactorily (and it may be worth trying it out on others), almost certainly you do not 

have an argument’ (Bryman, 2008: 664). Bryan’s question about the key point or message 

helped me refine the themes within the chapters, and getting the flow of the chapters right. 
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2.6  Concluding thoughts 

The methodological framework for this project is ethnographic research using semi-structured 

interviews that were conducted using the friendship method and insider knowledge. The 

friendship method allowed the informants to feel more relaxed during the interviews, while 

insider knowledge was beneficial for both establishing a friendlier atmosphere with the 

participants and finding the gatekeepers in the first place. The snowball sampling method was 

used after the gatekeepers’ contacts were exhausted.  

My research included semi-structured interviews that allowed for more elaborate responses 

than closed interviews would offer. The method used was getting the knowledgeable 

gatekeepers first, who were serving as both participants and gatekeepers. Then using snowball 

sampling through gatekeepers, I found other respondents. This method was particularly good 

for obtaining a pool of fans necessary for my research. I used my insider knowledge for 

contacting the gatekeepers, as I was familiar with the key people from the scenes I researched 

and with the people in media and publishing. In my case this was an advantage. By using the 

methodology of friendship, I obtained some invaluable information for my thesis and the 

participants were more relaxed about the interviews themselves. This type of interviewing is 

the reason why the interviews lasted longer and why the interviews did not seem like an 

interrogation, but more like a conversation about the scenes. Also, if we talked about more 

sensitive and private topics like LGBT issues in EDM scenes (Chapter 5), the respondents felt 

more relaxed about discussing such issues. This friendship method was also the way in which 

people felt more relatable to me as a researcher, and told me more about their involvement 

with the scene they were describing, which consequently led to getting more material for the 

analysis. 

 

Transcribing my interviews was the best choice for me, as I came across some interesting 

details for my analysis, and also because some unforeseen themes appeared during this 

process. For instance, many of them kept coming back and forth to the topic of the popular 

Trap genre in Serbia, and the use of Turbo-folk in Hip Hop music. This subgenre became more 

popular after I had left for Australia, and thanks to these interviews I became aware of this 
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trend in Belgrade. During the process of analysis, I discovered some literature on this 

phenomenon which shed more light on the popularity of this subgenre of Hip Hop (Chapter 6). 

In the process of writing up and analysis, Bryman suggests to ask ourselves what the key point 

or message is of what we want our readers to take away with them. The themes and getting 

the key points right decided on the flow of the data chapters, which was all a product of 

previous fieldwork and, in my opinion, the friendship methodology used in it. That means that 

apart from writing a PhD, I was also able to tell the story about a certain scene, so that it makes 

sense to read even to somebody who is not familiar with Belgrade or its music scenes. 

However, there were things that could have been done better in methodology to make it more 

effective. Although semi-structured interviews were good for obtaining the material needed for 

my research, a more elaborate ethnographic study that would include participant observation, 

or spending time with participants outside the interviews themselves, would have been 

beneficial for the study. The friendship method helped in terms of getting participants relaxed 

and ready to discuss the topics more, but unfortunately it could not replace spending time with 

participants and becoming friends with them in real life. Although snowball sampling was 

helpful in finding participants for the study, particularly when it came to fans, it can also be 

argued that this kind of sampling does not lead to a representative sample of participants. A 

more random approach in finding the participants would have made this research less biased. 

41 interviews was a manageable number of interviews, considering a limited time given for 

doing the fieldwork in Belgrade. However, a higher number of interviews would have been 

more representative of the scenes involved. Also, more themes could have been involved in the 

study, which would show even more aspects of the scenes, but this could have also disrupted 

the flow of the thesis, and could have made the key points stand out less in the thesis.  
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CHAPTER 3 

A HISTORY OF SERBIAN POPULAR MUSIC FROM 

1956 TO 1990 

 

This chapter explores the history of Serbian popular music in the period of Yugoslavia, with the 

added developments in Serbian folk music. Ana Hofman writes about Yugoslavia: ‘Popular 

music… was the proof of a successful socialist project and represented a kind of “window to the 

West” for the countries of former “Eastern Bloc”’ (2013: 287). It was hard to imagine a 

communist country embracing rock’n’roll as an official youth culture, but this is what happened 

in Yugoslavia in the 1950s with almost no censorship at all, both adopting the style from the 

West, and cultivating its own style at home. Belgrade played a key role as a setting for the 

musical development in both Serbia and Yugoslavia, and Serbia’s local scenes reflect broader 

international musical developments. What follows is the charting of a national history of 

popular music development in Yugoslavia and later Serbia as an introduction to the Belgrade 

music scene.  

Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was a communist country that lasted from 1945-1992, 

with several of its former constituents declaring independence a year earlier, Croatia (1991), 

Slovenia (1991), Macedonia (1991) and Bosnia (1992). All of the following history of music 

happened mostly during Tito’s time (1945-1980), and before Milosevic’s time as the President 

(1989-2000). It is important to look into the history of popular music before the 1990s as 

rock’n’roll in general and particularly some of the dominant genres then, like New Wave and 

Punk, highly influenced 1990s music like Indie Pop, Electronic Dance and Hip Hop scenes in their 

sound, sentiment and lyrics. It is also significant to see how the communist period of Yugoslavia 

had a developed rock’n’roll scene, which was as developed as the later 1990s scenes in Serbia, 

and that these 1990s scene had someone to look up to and be supported by when they were 

being created. Some factors like social networks, the rebelliousness in lyrical expression and a 

certain milieu of the Yugoslav scenes induced the emergence of the scenes in the 1990s, which 
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transformed those things into their own sound that consequently characterised the period of 

Serbia’s independence.  

The focus in this chapter is primarily on the Belgrade music scene, which does not mean that 

bands from former Yugoslav republics such as Croatia and Slovenia will not be a part of this 

historical retrospective. Yugoslavia, although a communist country, was not a part of the 

Eastern bloc, behind the so-called Iron Curtain. The Iron Curtain was ‘the political, military and 

ideological barrier erected by the Soviet Union after World War II to seal off itself and its 

dependent eastern and central European allies from open contact with the West and other 

noncommunist areas’ (Britannica, n.d.) and lasted approximately from 1946 to 1990. Yugoslavia 

maintained strong ties with the West and was thus under huge Western influence. This came 

after the split with Stalin in 1948 (Perovic, 2007) when Yugoslavia forged closer political, 

economic and military ties with the United States (Mehta, 2011). Radina Vucetic, the author of 

Coca-Cola Socialism (2012), a book where she analyses the influence of America on Tito’s 

Yugoslavia in the 1960s, sees this influence in products like Coca Cola, Marlboro cigarettes or 

jeans, the rock and jazz music of the time, Disney cartoons, American films and film stars, 

Playboy magazine, American plays in theatres and Pop art exhibitions. As one of these Western 

influences, rock’n’roll was not immediately accepted in Yugoslavia by the authorities, because 

‘the party’s attitudes towards popular music were confused well into the 1950s, as its leaders 

found themselves mired in the contradictions of early Yugoslav communism’ (Vuletic, 2010:1). 

By 1957, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia ‘accepted that Western popular music could be 

appropriated in its own cultural politics’ (ibid, 2010:1). Historian Aleksandar Rakovic, who wrote 

the book Rock’n’Roll in Yugoslavia 1956-1968 (2011), said in a 2013 interview for the Serbian 

Telegraf that: 

There were reservations, but not prohibitions… After the Belgrade Guitar festival in 

1966, it was accepted that rock’n’roll was the music of youth which should have an 

affirmative role in society and that it could be a good way to draw the young closer to 

socialism. This is the moment when a model of social youth was actually formed, which 

was leaning towards Western cultural values, which completely matched state politics 
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from that time – to be the window for the West to the East, and for the East to the 

West. (Vukovic, 2013)  

Zoran Simjanovic, a composer and ex-member of rock band Siluete thinks that rockers 

themselves ‘were not a threat, but simply the freedom that appeared with rockers’ (Radio 

Slobodna Evropa, 2004). He also agrees that the state, ‘regardless of distancing itself from 

rockers, worked on it that rock’n’roll in some controlled way was integrated into the system’ 

(ibid, 2004). In this way, he agrees with Rakovic that the Yugoslav state supported rock’n’roll 

and saw how it could be beneficial for both the state and its youth.  

 

3.1 The Beginnings of the Belgrade Rock’n’Roll Scene  

 

Aleksandar Zikic, a journalist and an author, who wrote a book about the first years of 

rock’n’roll in Belgrade, writes that like many other cities, Belgrade could not ‘resist’ rock’n’roll:  

Spades, spikes and other [youth] work action tools were replaced overnight by electric 

guitars, and collective ‘kozaracko kolo’ [a type of traditional dance] had turned into 

individual ‘rocking and rolling.’ (Zikic, 1999:20) 

Zikic states that this advent of rock’n’roll was aided by young people whose parents and 

relatives were immigrants from various Western countries. They worked abroad for firms, 

embassies, or were military and socialist party members, who started ordering clothing from 

abroad, and particularly the latest rock’n’roll records. The author believes that finally after 

years of ‘post-war gerontocracy’, youth found a way to express themselves through something 

which belonged to them and their generation, as he calls it, through something more ‘authentic 

and their own’ (ibid, 1999:20). Petar Popovic, a journalist and author, says that one of the key 

roles in the spread of this sound was played by Radio Luxembourg, which he equaled to the 

influence of Radio London during the WWII occupation period. Radio Luxembourg (whose 

English-language service began in 1933) was the most influential radio station in the rock’n’roll 

period, which young people would listen ‘expecting to hear about the advance of our forces in 

the promotion of a new sound’ (Popovic & Pantic, 2011: 10). Popovic states that new bands 
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were formed due to the influence of English bands like the Shadows or the Tornados, and that 

thanks to that influence youth started to express their own attitude, a sort of generational 

‘mental internet’ was established:  

Many questions were raised: about music, society, fashion, sex, ecology. Conversations 

were started about racial and gender equality. This was the last spiritual movement on a 

global scale and a general awakening of the postwar generation… An unthinkable 

solidarity amongst teenagers was established then. Things were functioning outside of 

the existing system of the elders (Popovic & Pantic, 2011: 10)  

Composer Zoran Simjanovic says that rock musicians ‘felt as the citizens of the world’, 

especially because at that time ‘… we could travel anywhere we wanted to’ (Radio Slobodna 

Evropa, 2004), as the Yugoslav passport allowed travel to many countries at the time. The red 

passport allowed citizens of Yugoslavia to travel to most countries in both the East and the 

West (although some countries, such as the USA and USSR required visas), and they could 

emigrate to Western countries during the Cold war and find a job in a Western European 

country (Monet magazin, 2018). This was the atmosphere in which many early rock’n’roll bands 

were formed, but many of the first bands did not play original material. Composers Zoran 

Simjanovic (Siluete, Elipse) and Kornelije Kovac (Korni Group) both agree that there was a lack 

of original songs when rock’n’roll began in Yugoslavia. Kovac says:  

Nobody here in this area, nowhere, be it in Slovenia, Macedonia, Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia 

or Montenegro played, that is created their own compositions, but they covered what 

was coming from abroad. First of all, because our audience did not want to hear 

anything local, when it comes to rock’n’roll, but they would cover foreign tunes: 

Yardbirds, Kings, Hermans Hermits, Manfred Mann, Turtles… (Radio Slobodna Evropa, 

2004)  

Each band from the 1960s brought something specific to the Yugoslav music scene at the time, 

and some of them like Zlatni Decaci (The Golden Boys) were first to gain recognition abroad 

where their single ‘Swan Lake/Humoresque’ was recorded for a Dutch label Fontana, and later 

they performed a concert in Bognor Regis in the UK, where a local chess tournament was held 

(Yugopapir, 2013). Describing Korni Group as the one that brought rock music closest to the 
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pop sound and the one that enabled dozens of other bands to do their music without fear, 

Petar Popovic summed up the most important bands of the 1960s and their main 

characteristics in the following passage:  

If these beginnings can be searched in the nice, but naïve sound of Iskre, if Siluete 

brought the popularity and hysteria, if Zlatni Decaci appeared with the record that was 

first recognised in the West and only then here, if Elipse went the furthest in the search 

for a complete sound, if Crni Biseri came to their position through effective covers, if 

Dzentlmeni introduced a dose of charm and width, nobody like Korni Group, during 

their six years of existence, had so much courage to start something completely new 

and different, but also the strength to bring entertainment music closest to the pop 

mainstream (Popovic & Pantic, 2011: 34)  

According to Popovic, there was substantial media support for these local bands such as from 

the several music magazines available at the time, including Dzuboks, Gong, Susret and Pop 

Ekpres, a radio show called Vece uz radio (An Evening by the Radio) aired on Radio Belgrade 1, 

hosted by Nikola Karaklajic, a TV show called Koncert za mladi ludi svet (A Concert for the Young 

Crazy World), Dom Omladine (Belgrade’s Youth Centre) hosted many concerts, a disco club at 

Laza Secer offered soul and rhythm & blues evening, and Atelje 212, a central theatre, was 

preparing a European premiere of the musical Hair. At the same time, the Yugoslav market was 

supported by several major labels based in different republics, the most important being PGP 

RTB (Belgrade, Serbia), Jugoton (Zagreb, Croatia), Diskoton (Sarajevo, Bosnia) and ZKP RTLJ 

(Ljubljana, Slovenia). The first record, which was not a compilation, released by Belgrade’s PGP 

RTB was by the then most popular singer Djordje Marjanovic Zvizduk u 8 (Whistle at 8) in 

October 1959, and the first single in 1963, Cune Gojkovic’s ‘Kafu mi draga ispeci’ (‘Darling, 

Make Me Some Coffee’). By 1963 PGP RTB became one of the most important labels in 

Yugoslavia, with 13 pressing machines, 150 releases and 300,000 units (RTS, 2010). 

  

The late 1960s and early 1970s in Belgrade were, according to Aleksandar Zikic, the author of 

Fatal Carousel: The Chronicles of Belgrade Rock’n’Roll part I: 1959-1979, marked by several 

important bands. The aforementioned Korni Group led by Kornelije Kovac was the one that 
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started a more mainstream period of rock’n’roll in the late 1960s, until the end of their career 

in 1974. Zikic believes that the status of the band was divisive and problematic. Coming from 

the underground rock’n’roll milieu, the band turned to a more commercial sound and took part 

in more commercial music festivals, such as Opatija and the Zagreb music festival:  

Some people supported the group, considering that the ‘Trojan horse’ tactics were 

inevitable and justified, whereas the others claimed that there were no tactics to begin 

with, but that thanks to Korni Group the path which Belgrade rock’n’roll was treading 

during the sixties was brutally cut off and thus, even, questioned its own dignified 

survival. In a certain way, Korni Group themselves proved that both of these were right. 

(Zikic, 1999:127)  

Namely, Kovac’s idea from the very beginning was that becoming more commercial and being 

more recognizable was the only way for rock’n’roll to get the place in society that it deserves, 

namely to become more widely accepted and mainstream. As could be expected, this attitude 

attracted many followers but at the same time caused the band to have a ‘misunderstanding’ 

with the rest of the scene who thought that rock’n’roll should retain its underground status. 

Korni Group also had an international presence, as their English-language album Not an 

Ordinary Life (1974) under the moniker Kornelyans was released for an Italian label, and 

eventually they appeared as the Yugoslav representatives for Eurovision 1974 in Brighton (UK), 

the year when Swedish band ABBA took the trophy home with their song ‘Waterloo’. One thing 

that was undeniable is that they paved the way for more successful bands in the first part of the 

1970s, such as YU Grupa and Pop Masina, both of which had their debut albums in 1973. Zikic 

considers these two, along with Igra staklenih perli, who released their debut in 1979 ‘without a 

doubt, the most important Belgrade bands of the seventies, very high on the chart of the most 

important [Belgrade] bands ever’ (Zikic, 1999:138).  

 

YU grupa represented ‘their own, and however much it was possible, original version of 

rock’n’roll, the first real Belgrade band whose career was not based on covers’ (Zikic, 1999: 

150). Apart from being notable as the first band from Belgrade who made original songs rather 

than covers, YU grupa also played a concert at London’s Marquee club on 24 February 1973, 
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when they were at the height of their success. They are also one of the longest lasting groups 

within the Belgrade music scene, as they are still active in 2020 (at the time of writing). Pop 

masina, meanwhile, brought what was arguably the essence of rock’n’roll to the Belgrade scene 

in the style of Jimi Hendrix and Cream:  

The appearance of Pop masina brought to the Belgrade scene something that people 

had waited for ever since rock’n’roll came to this area. A relevant, singer-songwriter and 

live powerful group that is completely aware and precisely defined, which grasped the 

essence of the relationship of rock’n’roll towards the establishment and refused any 

possibility of compromise. Pop masina tried – and succeeded – in bringing to the 

Belgrade scene the spirit of most of the important meanderings in the world’s 

rock’n’roll. (Zikic, 1999: 164) 

Zikic believes that what Pop masina brought to the hard rock sphere of Belgrade’s rock’n’roll 

scene, Igra staklenih perli did the same with psychedelic rock. The trick with both of these 

bands was the ‘surprise factor’:    

Since nobody expected the emergence of such a group [Igra staklenih perli], the ones 

who would potentially put a brake on it were faced, totally unprepared, with something 

that they at first were not able to discern, evaluate, classify, and that in itself carried 

some kind of quality which was recognizable on the level of instinct. (Zikic, 1999: 188) 

Examples of some of the most important bands here show that the 1970s rock scene was filled 

with a variety of subgenres like progressive, hard and psychedelic rock. However, in today’s 

Belgrade scene, two major genres that were yet to emerge have had a more lasting influence, 

namely Punk and New Wave.  

 

3.2 New Wave Scene – The Rebellion of Socialist Kids 

 

The Yugoslav Punk Rock scene emerged in the late 1970s, the first scenes being in Zagreb and 

Ljubljana, and was directly influenced by the first wave of Punk Rock bands from the United 

Kingdom and the USA, such as The Sex Pistols, The Clash, The Ramones and other proto-punk 
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bands such as MC5, The Stooges and New York Dolls. On one hand, the Belgrade scene itself did 

not produce many important artists and their counterparts in Croatia and Slovenia were much 

more influential, but on the other hand Belgrade was pivotal for the creation of the New Wave 

scene, which was dubbed the ‘rebellion of socialist kids’ in Dusan Vesic’s eponymous book 

(2020).  

 

One of the key places where the nucleus of this New Wave scene was being formed was the 

Student’s Cultural Centre (SKC) in Belgrade, where Momcilo Rajin, a notable music journalist, 

started working as one of the editors of its cultural program in the late 1970s. Rajin told me in 

an interview about the details of the formation and promotion of this new scene under the 

auspices of the state, since SKC was a state-funded institution. The first thing he told me was 

that there was a very liberal atmosphere in this institution, without which none of this would 

have been possible. The people from SKC had carte blanche on how to create the program and 

promote new musicians the way that they felt was right at the time. He described how these 

musicians played under very fair circumstances, where ‘no one felt cheated’, since they were 

getting something that meant a lot to them at the time – ‘promotion, ads in the newspapers 

and features on them in Dzuboks’ (the most influential music magazine at the time). This is how 

he discusses the atmosphere in which the New Wave scene was being formed:  

I was led by the idea that you cannot create a certain scene overnight, that first you 

have to let it thrive, and then something would come out of it. In the end, it proved to 

be the right way, and the right path, because the liberal atmosphere that was there in 

SKC at the time became the meeting point of these young people who would bring their 

own friends to their concerts, who would sit there and chat about everything and 

anything. And this was the place where those who would later create the New Wave 

scene would meet. So, that’s what the atmosphere was at the time. 

All the most important actors from the Belgrade New Wave scene started out here, from Cane 

(Partibrejkers), Gile (Elektricni orgazam), Koja (Sarlo Akrobata, Disciplina Kicme), Vlada Divljan 

(Idoli) and Milan Mladenovic (EKV, Sarlo Akrobata), and as Rajin says, all of them were created 

in this liberal atmosphere of SKC in this period.  
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Rajin said that one of the key innovations in the approach of the editors of SKC program was 

that they insisted first of all on bands presenting their material live as opposed to playing their 

tapes on playback, and secondly, that they should play original material, not covers. This was 

crucial for the creation of a new scene with its own material. They would choose the bands 

according to what they heard in the rehearsals of those bands, or according to the tape 

recordings that the band would bring them. No official promo material was necessary, and 

many new bands without the recorded material were thus given the opportunity to present 

themselves to the audience.  

 

Since SKC was a state-funded institution, and this was still the communist period of Yugoslavia, 

the question was whether the state had any specific rules or prohibitions for the music that was 

played in one of their official youth institutions. Ana Hofman writes about the censorship from 

that period that ‘most researchers agree that the main strategy was “non-policy policy”, which 

left space for different interpretations and applications’ (Hofman, 2013: 288). Hofman says that 

this was more a case of auto-censorship on part of ‘the actors themselves (cultural institutions 

– labels, radio and TV editors, theatres, artists and authors themselves)’ (ibid, 2013: 288), such 

as making lyrics more metaphorical and not so direct. However, there were examples of 

censorship, like when Idoli’s single Maljciki (Russian word for ‘boys’) which parodied socialist 

realism (a style of art in the Soviet Union), was banned on TV and certain radio stations after 

protest from the Soviet embassy; or the omitting of Haustor’s song Radnicka klasa odlazi u raj 

(‘The working class goes to heaven’) from their debut album by the heads of Jugoton label, as it 

was deemed ‘politically unfit’ (Kostic, 2015). The song did appear on their next album Treci 

Svijet. Rajin says that as far as he was aware, there were no pressures from the state, and they 

could have done a lot of things at the time provided they were not involved in politics directly. 

This is how he describes this issue:  

It was not controlled or forced in any way. In that sense, there were no direct 

regulations, influences or demands from the state, like - you can do this, or you can’t do 

this etc. Actually, these were fairly innocent times, and what was also working in our 
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favour was the situation where communists became a bit more loose [with their 

ideology], Tito was nearing the end of his life, and they [the officials] were more 

concerned about their own position in the times that were coming.  

What was different about these bands from today’s groups within either the indie pop or 

electro scene, was the fact that there was a bigger market. This was a country of 20+ million 

people, there were record labels, official Yugoslav tours, and so on. Rajin names five big centres 

– Belgrade, Zagreb, Ljubljana, Sarajevo and Skopje, plus a few minor ones like Rijeka, Zadar, 

Osijek and Slavonski Brod. In all of these places there was an audience interested in listening to 

these bands. There was also a healthy competition amongst bands, which, according to Rajin, 

allowed people to differentiate what was popular and desirable or not. 

The time of New Wave is often considered the golden period of Yugoslav music and is also 

called ‘the last youth culture in Yugoslavia’ (RTS, 2011), which was the name of the exhibition 

dedicated to youth alternative pop culture in Yugoslavia in the 1970s and 1980s. New Wave 

appeared in the late 1970s and peaked in the beginning of the 1980s, when debut albums by 

Idoli, Sarlo Akrobata and Elektricni orgazam were released. Following the death of president 

Tito in 1980, the political system still remained a one-party system, but the lyrics of the New 

Wave songs had a critical potential and represented an important step forward for Yugoslavia. 

Examples of such songs include Idoli’s ‘Maljciki’, the Russian word for ‘boys’, where they are 

making fun of Soviet social realism, or Sarlo Akrobata’s Mali covek (Little Man), about an 

average man who wants to cross the line, but because of the system’s rules and regulations, he 

does not dare to do it – which all refers to the early 1980s political system. Darko Glavan 

selected the main characteristics of New Wave songs as follows: 

Regionalism, analysis of the everyday, ironizing the everyday, generational problems 

(teenagers and young people in their twenties), emotional realism and ‘dark’ surrealism 

close to neo-psychedelia. (Glavan, 1983: 19) 

The examples of regionalism were the ones talking about specific regions like ‘Lublana je 

bulana’ by Slovenian Punk band Pankrti or ‘Split at night’ by Metak, and they are talking about 

general problems that are placed in a specific context. For analysis and ironizing of the 

everyday, Glavan gives the examples of Slovenian Pankrti and Croatian Prljavo kazaliste. By 
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emotional realism he implies ‘striving that each thing or feeling is called by its true name’ 

(Glavan, 1983: 19), where he gives examples of songs by Zoran Predin from Slovenian band 

Lacni Franz, Dzoni Stulic from Croatian band Azra, and what he believes is the most successful 

in this Sarlo Akrobata’s Ona se budi (‘She’s waking up’), a New Wave band from Belgrade. By 

‘dark’ surrealism he mostly refers to Belgrade music scenes like Elektricni orgazam, Idoli and 

Sarlo akrobata, which implies ‘striving to reach Punk’s audacity and non-compromising spirit 

with ‘artistic’ methods’ (Glavan, 1983: 19). Glavan believes that having so many diverse topics 

in Punk and New Wave songs is ‘another proof of vitality, democracy and attractiveness of the 

first Yugoslav massive rock movement’ (1983: 19).  

New Wave was also the first genre to be heavily promoted by music magazine Dzuboks from 

Belgrade, monthly TV show Hit Meseca, which ‘based itself on the British [weekly chart show] 

‘Top Of The Pops’’ (Leksikon YU mitologije, n.d.) and weekly radio chart show Diskomer on 

Studio B. According to Mihajlo Pantic, Dzuboks, whose second run of magazines was released 

from 1974 to 1985, was a measure for evaluating Yugoslav rock’n’roll at the time: 

Thanks to the excellent editorial concept and exceptional journalists, well-informed, 

fanatical and enthusiastic in their work, Dzuboks proportionately quickly 

(self)established itself as a prism through which everything that was good in new music 

was diffracted. Anyone who listened to rock’n’roll then, and anyone who wanted to 

think and say something about it, to be well-informed about the current events, read 

that magazine, in the same way that people in the world read New Musical Express or 

Rolling Stone. (Popovic-Pantic, 2011: 47).  

Today it is possible to access a digital archive of Dzuboks magazines from 1974 to 1985 on the 

now defunct website for popular culture Popboks. Published in 1998, the book YU 100: The 

Greatest Yugoslav Rock and Pop Music Albums, written by Dusko Antonic and Danilo Strbac, 

features a list of albums that Serbians have voted for. The two best albums come from the New 

Wave genre and the Belgrade scene, and these are Idoli’s (The Idols), Odbrana I poslednji dani 

(1982) followed by the country’s most famous New Wave compilation Paket aranzman (1981). 

In the book YU 100, Slobodan Konjovic who was the editor of the Diskomer chart on radio 

Studio B compared Idoli’s debut album with The Beatles’ 1968 White Album, saying that 
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Odbrana I poslednji dani is as important as the Beatles’ album for Yugoslav rock. Petar Lukovic, 

journalist from Dzuboks and later editor of XZabava in the 1990s said that ‘the album has stood 

every test of time because it connects rock’n’roll with tradition from these areas on an ethno-

spiritual and not folklore principle’ (in Antonic & Strbac, 1998: 5). As for the Paket aranzman, a 

compilation containing songs by Idoli, Sarlo Akrobata and Elektricni orgazam, writer David 

Albahari wrote that this album ‘presents a sign of change, a time when rock really became a 

part of the culture or at least in our area, definitely confirmed that urban character is its main 

feature’ (ibid, 1988: 6). Just as a reference point, Croatian Rolling Stone published a special 

edition of their magazine in 2015, where 13 mostly music journalists from various parts of 

former Yugoslavia voted, and Idoli’s debut album was again number 1 (Stajcic, 2015), followed 

by Sarlo Akrobata’s only album Bistriji ili tuplji covek biva kad… (Harca, 2015), the band which 

also appeared with several songs on the Paket Aranzman compilation. This just confirms that 

Belgrade New Wave bands are still held in high esteem among music critics, and other people 

from public life, and that New Wave left a trace in the sound of many indie pop bands, including 

the most popular ones like Repetitor and Artan Lili.  

 

As for the response outside of Yugoslavia, the debut album by Elektricni orgazam was reviewed 

by Kris Bohn for New Musical Express (NME): ‘Based on this record Kris Bohn, journalist of New 

Musical Express magazine, rated Elektricni orgazam as one of the most exciting non-British 

groups, and some copies [of the album] could be bought in England’ (Janjatovic, 2015: 89). 

Momcilo Rajin confirmed in his interview that Idoli were proclaimed the third biggest European 

hopes in New Musical Express (NME) at the beginning of the 1980s, right after DAF and Yello. 

And as Rajin says, since ‘Yugoslavia at the time was the most liberal and the most open country 

compared to the whole Warsaw Bloc […] I believe it was interesting for them [the Westerners] 

that there were here some young people who can freely express themselves and have the 

intellectual capacity for it’. At the same time, Yugoslav New Wave bands were very popular in 

Poland at the time, and Polish supergroup Yugoton covered many famous Yugoslav songs for 

their eponymous debut in Polish language in 2001, which amongst others, includes two of 

Idoli’s songs, namely Maljciki and Retko te vidjam s devojkama.  
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As New Wave began to fade away in mid-1980s, some groups disbanded or tried their luck in 

different music genres, mainly pop-rock, which was the most popular sound of the late 1980s. 

This is also the point from where many other genres began to emerge, among those are three 

of the genres that are addressed and analyzed in separate chapters in my research: electronic 

dance music (EDM), indie-pop and hip hop. The following section of this chapter will address 

the other strand of music that was popular at the same time as rock’n’roll in Yugoslavia, namely 

folk music, which due to its popularity, deserves a special section, along with its offspring turbo-

folk, which was the dominant music genre in Serbia during the 1990s.  

 

3.3  Developments in Folk Music 

 

Folk music, and specifically a genre of folk named novokomponovana narodna muzika or newly 

composed folk music (NCFM), had been developing simultaneously with rock’n’roll in 

Yugoslavia. The beginnings of NCFM were in the 1960s and it was developing simultaneously to 

rock’n’roll music in Yugoslavia. More pop- and rock-oriented youth in 1980s Yugoslavia thought 

of it as music that ‘old people’ listened to. It was rather embarrassing to admit that you (as a 

young person) would have listened to NCFM or folk music, a sort of a guilty pleasure. There was 

a period in the eighties when this genre’s biggest stars, such as Lepa Brena or Dragana Mirkovic, 

tried to make some crossover albums and make their sound more pop in order to get closer to 

a younger audience with some commercial success. But there were not too many of these 

examples even in the eighties.  

Author Ljerka Vidic-Rasmussen talks about Lepa Lukic’s 1964 single ‘Od izvora dva putica’, as 

the beginning of the market history of NCFM. The song, which translates as ‘There are two 

paths leading from the water spring’, idealized peasant life, which was one of the staple topics 

of NCFM music, particularly because many authors (see Kos, 1972; Petrovic, 1974) discussed 

the migration of the rural population to the cities. The migrations originally started in the 
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period between two world wars, but peaked in the first decades after World War II (Ivanovic-

Barisic, 2015: 595) 

As Vidic-Rasmussen (2002: 241) notes, Yugoslav writers ‘typically placed the emergence of 

NCFM within the general context of urbanisation after World War II’. By the mid-1980s the 

genre came to account for 58 per cent of the total output of the Yugoslav record industry (Start, 

1985: 54). The main stylistic feature of NCFM is what is ‘ambiguously referred to as the 

'oriental'’ (Vidic-Rasmussen, 2002: 247). As for the themes of songs, there are ‘motifs of love… 

regional belonging and family, patriotism and the life of the Gastarbeiter (guest worker; 

emigrant), the cafe and the everyday’ (Vidic-Rasmussen, 2002: 249).  

Turbo-folk mostly emerged from NCFM in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but with an added 

dance beat. It is probably the most local genre in this group. One of the biggest differences 

concerning the audience, compared to NCFM, is that turbo-folk was, and continues to be, 

listened to by a predominantly younger audience, and many arrangements of Turbo-folk songs, 

with the dance style and lyrics cater to a younger audience. There has been a substantial 

analysis of turbo folk (Kronja, 2004; Baker, 2007; Grujic, 2009; Archer, 2012; Cvoro, 2014), and 

as Baker (2007: 139) suggests, turbo folk should be understood as a conceptual category rather 

than a ‘concrete definition of musical directions’. In most cases it was viewed as a ‘value 

category imbued with symbolic meaning rather than a clear cut musical genre’ (Archer, 2012: 

178). This is because it was created in the 1990s during the regime of Slobodan Milosevic, and 

many researchers like Eric Gordy (1999) and Ivana Kronja (2004) link turbo folk to Milosevic’s 

era and the rise of nationalism in the country. Kronja discusses the specific social values of the 

period including getting rich quickly, masculinity gained through violence and femininity 

through sexual availability, borrowing the term from Ratka Maric to describe this phenomenon 

as ‘warrior chic’ (Kronja, 2004: 39). Gordy (1999) suggests that turbo-folk served as the regime’s 

preferred music genre that was distributed and popularized through media outlets controlled 

by the ruling party SPS. This implies that turbo-folk was intentionally made popular by the 

Milosevic regime for many reasons, but one of the main ones being that it served as ‘the music 

of nationalist mobilization’, the one that would be a soundtrack to conscripts who were sent to 

the trenches in Croatia and Bosnia, and later in Kosovo. What connects all these studies is the 
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concept that in the case of turbo-folk there was a top-down approach to how it was distributed 

and made the most popular genre of the 1990s in Serbia, at the same time classifying turbo-folk 

as ‘the other’ in Serbian culture because of its oriental tones and nationalist rhetoric. This 

treatment of turbo-folk as ‘the other’ and oriental is similar to Levy’s (2004) research on chalga, 

which cultural elites saw as a kind of moral panic and not representing pure Bulgarian ethnicity, 

which aligns with Western ideals of Bulgaria. It also echoes Regev’s (1996) treatment of musica 

mizrakhhit, which relies on Mediterranean and Middle-eastern sources, and is thus not 

cosmopolitan enough. This literature on Turbo-folk saw it as the soundtrack to nationalism and 

a genre that was supported by Milosevic’s regime. However, later criticism contested this view.  

 

The new left-oriented academic writing from the 2000s in Serbia has had a different approach 

to turbo-folk and Dizel culture from the 1990s, and criticizes major points from Gordy’s and 

Kronja’s writing, offering a different viewpoint on the genre and its social connotations. Music 

and Vukcevic (2015) reject the idea that turbo-folk and Dizel subculture were top-down state-

sponsored projects or social phenomena, but rather that the development of turbo folk was a 

laissez faire approach in which the ruling party let the genre evolve on its own at the time when 

the genre was much in demand. The authors also see the Dizel crew who mostly listened to 

turbo-folk and Eurodance genres as ‘a grassroots urban youth movement shaped by the social 

realities of Serbian mafia capitalism’ (Music-Vukcevic, 2015:86), again suggesting that social 

circumstances at the time created the Dizel subculture and turbo-folk, rather than it being 

engineered and masterminded by Milosevic’s ruling party.   

 

In his comment on Gordy’s and Kronja’s criticism of turbo-folk, Darko Delic (2012) finds that the 

reasons for this hatred towards turbo-folk by the urban liberal elite does not boil down to a 

mere debate of good taste or how it was linked to nationalism in the 1990s. He sees it as 

culture-racism of the ‘Serbian bourgeois (civic) elite towards cultural needs and habits of the 

widest part of the population of this country (and even wider)’ (Delic, 2012), which is 

consequently connected to the social status and class of majority of people listening to turbo-

folk. He finds that this attitude has deeper roots stemming, from 1960’s Yugoslavia when NCFM 
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(Newly composed folk music), the predecessor of turbo-folk, started to emerge from the 

margins of society and was mostly popular among rural and suburban working-class audiences 

and that this antagonism towards turbo-folk conceals the contempt of the cultural elite 

towards lower strata of the social ladder.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the history of popular music in Yugoslavia since WWII. The history 

of rock’n’roll in Yugoslavia started parallel to the developments in the West, and although there 

were some reservations about the introduction about this youth culture in a communist state 

at first, there were no prohibitions. Also, very soon it became a ‘successful socialist project’, 

and a ‘window to the West’ (Hofman, 2013), and this is what differentiated Yugoslavia from 

other Eastern European countries that were behind the so-called Iron Curtain. In this way, 

Yugoslavia was in a unique position as both a communist country, but still open to the West and 

its cultural products. The spread of rock’n’roll was helped by young people, many of whom had 

parents and relatives who worked in a Western country, and by the fact that citizens of 

Yugoslavia could freely travel to many Western countries at the time. Most of the first bands 

had cover songs in their repertoire, and one of the more successful 1960s group Zlatni decaci 

(The Golden Boys) started off their career with a cover of Swan Lake/Humoresque for a Dutch 

label Fontana. The turning point in the 1960s music was the appearance of Korni Group, who 

played progressive rock, but in a more mainstream manner and they are considered to bring 

rock’n’roll to more mainstream audiences. Other subgenres were present as well such as hard 

rock (Pop Masina) and psychedelic rock (Igra staklenih perli). The end of 1970s and beginning of 

1980s brought fresh sound in Punk and New Wave bands. New Wave, which was described as 

the last youth culture in Yugoslavia and rebellion of socialist kids is still considered to be the 

golden age of Yugoslav/Serbian music as it is held in high esteem among music critics and 

people from public life even today. Apart from having a sentimental value to today’s listeners 

and being highly valued by the critics, New Wave is also the genre that shaped Indie Pop music 

scene in its influences and sound, and can be heard in bands like Repetitor, Artan Lili and Buc 
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Kesidi, the leading Indie Pop bands today. It also provided the lyrical impact on today’s Indie 

Pop songs, particularly the more condensed style of Repetitor’s lyrics, but also on more 

elaborate style of lyrics of Artan Lili and Buc Kesidi. However, the visual style and the rebellious 

attitude of today’s Indie Pop bands are particularly indebted to New Wave artists, and social 

networks within the scene are important in today’s Indie Pop scene just as much as they were 

within the New Wave scene. New Wave artists, particularly the 1980s Synth-pop bands, also 

influenced the contemporary EDM scene. Also, many of the 1980s New Wave and Pop Rock 

bands were active in the 1990s anti-government protests when Indie Pop scene was created, 

and in a way ignited the protest torch for the then-new Indie Pop and EDM bands.   

Parallel to the development of rock’n’roll which is most relevant for the following chapters of 

this PhD, there was another strand of music developing, namely folk music. The original genre 

called Newly Composed Folk Music (NCFM) developed in the 1960s and was mostly popular 

among rural population, or immigration from rural to urban areas. This genre was replaced by 

turbo-folk in the early 1990s, which sonically combined folk music with dance rhythm. This 

genre is often connected to the rise of Slobodan Milosevic and nationalism in the country in the 

1990s and as the early studies suggest this was a state-sponsored genre, although later studies 

contest this connection. It is a genre that is still present in Serbia and in the past decade it has 

been associated with the hip hop scene as well, as there is now a popular trap subgenre that 

mixes hip hop with turbo-folk music, which will be one of the topics presented in the chapter 

on Hip Hop (Chapter 6). The next chapter will discuss the first of the three scenes created in the 

1990s in times of social protests, Indie Pop scene.  
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CHAPTER 4 

HOW SOCIAL PROTESTS AND SOCIAL NETWORKS 

FORGED A SCENE IN EASTERN EUROPE: THE CASE 

OF BELGRADE’S INDIE POP SCENE 

 

Indie music derives from the term ‘independent’ and for a long time referred to music released 

by record labels working independently from major record labels (Bennett, 2014). Sonically, it 

was the music that originated from genres such as Post-punk and New Wave in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, and very soon ‘indie [came] to evoke non-commercially driven, song-led and 

guitar-oriented music embracing DIY aesthetics…[containing] lyrics with strong socio-political 

and arts references’ (ibid, 2014). Among my respondents, the Indie Pop scene is seen as the 

continuation of the Yugoslav rock scene and Petar Janjatovic, one of the most notable 

Serbian/ex-Yugoslav music journalists and the author of Ex-Yu Rock Encyclopedia (2016), the 

most comprehensive encyclopedia of rock artists from former Yugoslavia, considers Indie Pop 

to be the ‘spine’ of rock’n’roll music in Belgrade and Serbia. Today indie no longer implies 

merely music from independent labels or a single genre of music and many bands like REM, 

Nirvana, Radiohead have enjoyed mainstream success. Nowadays indie is more of ‘an all-

encompassing terminology that describes general resistance to popular and mainstream 

culture, evoking realism, independence and authenticity’ (Bennett, 2014) and, Belgrade’s Indie 

Pop scene is no exception to that. However, what sets it apart from other similar European 

scenes is the fact that it was formed in the 1990s in times of international sanctions, wars and 

huge political protests against the Serbian government. The scene was shaped by the current 

events in the country both lyrically and in terms of their engagement in anti-war and anti-

government protests and campaigns throughout the 1990s.  

Indie Pop itself was a genre that was shaping up in the 1990s in Serbia, and unlike the case of 

the EDM scene or Hip Hop scene that were literally formed in that decade, this scene was 

something that segued from what is commonly referred to as the Yugoslav Pop Rock scene 
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(Antonic & Strbac, 1998), particularly the 1980s pop rock scene. Many artists that comprised 

this scene started out as New Wave or Punk performers in the late 1970s or early 1980s 

respectively. New Wave is generally considered to be the golden period of Serbian and Yugoslav 

music in general and is referred to as the ‘last dream of Yugoslavia’ or ‘the last youth of 

Yugoslavia’ (Dragovic & Mijatovic, 2015). According to the list made by polling 70 Serbian music 

journalists and artists (Antonic & Strbac, 1998), two of the best Yugoslav albums both come 

from the Belgrade New Wave scene Odbrana I poslednji dani (Defence and the Last Days) 

(1982) by Belgrade band Idoli followed by the country’s most famous New Wave compilation 

Paket aranzman (Package Tour) (1981). Most of the New Wave artists, such as EKV, 

Partibrejkersi, Elektricni orgazam or Disciplina kicme were still active during the 1990s when the 

Indie Pop scene started to emerge. The last three mentioned artists in this list are actually still 

active today. One of the major things that connected Pop Rock and Indie Pop scenes in the 

1990s throughout the whole decade was a series of anti-government protests which were 

supported by artists from these genres, and whose music was the unofficial soundtrack to 

those protests. 

Certain music genres at certain times in history have been used to challenge political orders, 

such as in the case of the American folk music revival and its associated social movements 

during the 1950s and 1960s (Eyermann & Jamison, 1998). My research on the Belgrade Indie 

Pop music scene develops the existing research on other Eastern European music scenes, 

particularly by Peter Wicke’s (1992) work on German Democratic Republic (GDR) music scenes 

that were instrumental in toppling the communist regime in Eastern Germany and Anna 

Szemere’s (1992) description of the role of New Wave and Punk music scenes in socialist 

Hungary. In his research on popular music in the GDR, Peter Wicke claims that rock music 

played an important role in events leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall and reunification of 

the former GDR with West Germany. As Wicke says, rock music contributed to the fall of 

totalitarian regimes in Eastern Europe before the fall of the Berlin Wall, but my research on the 

Indie Pop scene will show how Indie Pop and rock music contributed to ending a repressive 

regime in Europe even after the fall of the Berlin Wall. This chapter will explore the link 

between Indie Pop musicians and protests in Belgrade over ten years when Slobodan Milosevic 
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ruled the country, which is also the decade when this genre was born. The chapter will also look 

into whether music has the same political voice today in times of a less oppressive regime in 

Serbia and whether music can affect or change society in Serbia? 

The concept used as a framework in my study of Belgrade’s Indie Pop scene is ‘music worlds’, as 

introduced by Nick Crossley (2015) in discussing the Post-punk Manchester music scene. This 

term refers to tight-knit local music scenes, such as the one in Reykjavik (Prior, 2015) where 

social networks and mutual support, influence and trust are of utmost importance, as they very 

often trump the influence and support of major record labels and traditional media. The 

chapter will also look into how both traditional and digital media have helped shape a New 

Wave of Indie Pop musicians, the so-called New Serbian Scene and the interconnectivity of this 

new wave of Belgrade’s Indie Pop musicians with artists from similar scenes from the ex-

Yugoslav region, or the so-called Yugosphere (Judah, 2009). Finally, the chapter will discuss 

whether the Serbian language, which used to be the sole marker of local New Wave and Punk 

scenes, is still the only marker of the Indie Pop scene in Belgrade and Serbia, given the fact that 

there is a new wave of artists performing in English.  

4.1  Talkin’ ‘bout a Revolution  

Hate and fear are taking over this city 

But they'll never get through when the records are sounding so pretty 

(Saint Etienne, B92) 

In the Western culture, the connection between music and politics and social protests is 

commonly connected to the 1960s era of rock’n’roll, particularly the protest songs that were 

penned in America in response to the war in Vietnam and the civil rights movements (see 

Eyerman and Jamison, 1998) as well as the late 1970s Punk era (see Hebdige, 1979; Laing, 

1985). Although there were examples of such rock’n’roll and Punk songs in Yugoslavia, when it 

comes to social protests for Serbia this connection was most visible in the 1990s. According to 

historian Aleksandar Rakovic this was ‘a golden decade for rock’n’roll’ and ‘after three decades 

of the development of rock’n’roll as a youth and mainstream culture in the Socialist Federal 
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Republic of Yugoslavia, the 1990s formed Serbian rock’n’roll as a counter-culture’ (Petrovic 

2013). Rakovic points to radio station B92 and the message of Rimtutituki group, famous for 

their anti-war song ‘Slusaj ‘vamo’ (‘Listen O’er Here’), as ‘the first steps that were made in 

forging Serbian rock’n’roll as a counter-culture to the state politics’ (ibid, 2013).  

B92 was established in 1989 and was the main media outlet that criticised the regime of 

Slobodan Milosevic, fighting for free journalism and human rights for which the station received 

the international MTV Free Your Mind award in 1998. The radio station that opened their TV 

channel in the 1990s was also the main subject of Matthew Collin’s book This is Serbia Calling: 

Rock’n’roll Radio and Belgrade’s Underground Resistance (2001) and British band Saint Etienne 

named a song after this radio station on their album Finisterre (2002). Oppositional political 

views in Serbia during the 1990s were being suppressed because ‘each major phase of 

development of the Milosevic regime has been accompanied by the takeover or destruction of 

some important media outlet’ (Gordy, 1999:62). In this atmosphere rock’n’roll music was 

sidelined in favour of turbo-folk music which ‘for the most part, supported the regime through 

the propagation of specific moral and ethical values’ (Mijatovic, 2008:3). Despite this, Rakovic 

believes that rock’n’roll thrived as a counter-culture as there were ‘several important rock’n’roll 

magazines [like Ritam, Ukus nestasnih, XZabava]. Rock’n’roll shows were broadcast on both 

state-run and oppositional media’ (Petrovic, 2013). However, as Mijatovic notes, rock was the 

‘voice of the people opposing the civil wars and the politics of the Serbian government, even 

though the struggle for such messages to be heard required a great effort’ (Mijatovic, 2008:3), 

as it was not always easy to send anti-government protest messages.  

Rimtutituki (the name of the band is an anagram of the words Turim ti kitu which would directly 

translate as ‘I put my dick in you’, but generally means ‘Fuck you’ or ‘Fuck off’) was a 

supergroup consisting of members of the three most prominent New Wave bands Ekaterina 

Velika (EKV), Elektricni Orgazam and Partibrejkers. Their anti-war song ‘Slusaj ‘vamo’ (‘Listen 

O’er Here’) was released in 1992 to protest the enforced conscription of young Serbian men to 

go and fight wars in Croatia and Bosnia and ‘openly confronted the authorities and war-

mongering reporting from the state media’ (SEEcult, 2010). The chorus of the song went ‘Mir, 

brate, mir’ (‘Peace, brother peace’), but had even more direct lines, such as: ‘There is no brain 
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under that helmet’, or ‘Shoot less, fuck more’. Since the band did not get the permission from 

the authorities to perform live, they performed on the back of a truck which cruised around the 

main Republic Square in Belgrade from which they sang their anti-war song and handed out 

free copies of the 7’’ single ‘Slusaj ‘vamo’. It was a part of more general anti-war street protest 

held in Belgrade in the period of 1991-1992 against wars in Croatia and Bosnia. The second live 

performance of Rimtutituki was allowed by the government and it was held at Republic Square 

where they asked the authorities to cease fire in Bosnia by sending the message ‘SOS – Peace or 

don’t count on us’. Although there was no official response from the authorities, and although 

this did not stop the war in Bosnia, this band and their song, ‘The Anthem of Rebellion’, showed 

how rock’n’roll became political in 1990’s Serbia and ‘that there were those who during those 

terrible times fought for common sense and humanity’ (Kalaba, 2017).  

There were other examples of anti-regime songs coming from Punk bands formed in the late 

1980s and early 1990s, such as in the case of Direktori (‘The Directors’) and Dza ili bu (‘This or 

That’). Direktori had several anti-regime songs in their catalogue from the first part of the 1990s 

like ‘Bando crvena’ (‘You Red Mob’), alluding to the socialist leanings of the ruling party and 

‘Cisticete ulice’ (‘You’ll be Cleaning the Streets’), referring to the ultimate fate of Milosevic’s 

regime. Dza ili bu are probably best known for their song ‘Ustani I kreni’ (‘Get up and Go’), 

which in essence is a revolutionary song and was often used in protests in Serbia. Another song 

called ‘Zanimljiva geografija’ (‘Interesting Geography’) is aimed directly at the former Serbian 

president, Slobodan Milosevic, and it ironically lists the names of the countries that Milosevic 

should ‘liberate’ for a number of silly reasons (Croatia for the sea, Brazil for the carnival etc.) 

while playing with his name Slobodan, which literally translates as ‘the free one’. These were 

just some of the examples of early 1990’s songs that were strictly political and were released at 

the time when the new Indie Pop scene was born.  

In November 1996 the student protests began in Belgrade. These protests lasted for 117 days in 

response to the election fraud when Milosevic did not recognise the victory of the opposition 

coalition Zajedno (Together) in the local elections. Due to the protests, Milosevic was forced to 

sign Lex Specialis in February 1997 acknowledging the victory of the opposition party in several 

local governments. Historian Aleksandar Rakovic considers this to be the peak period of political 
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resistance for Serbian rock’n’roll: ‘The rebellion in Serbian rock’n’roll during the first half of the 

nineties, against the regime pressure and criminalisation of society, exploded in the 1996/97 

protests. Rock’n’roll bands, among others, joined coalition Zajedno and the students. They were 

performing at the events all over the country’ (Petrovic, 2013)  

At this point in time many Indie Pop bands had already been formed. The first wave of 

musicians from the genre in Belgrade included bands like Kristali, Jarboli, KKN (Kanda Kodza I 

Nebojsa), Darkwood Dub, Eyesburn (who are usually described as a hardcore reggae band, but 

could fall into this category as well) although there were prominent bands from other Serbian 

cities like Becej or Zrenjanin, namely Eva Braun, Popcycle and Oruzjem protivu otmicara. Many 

of these bands, including Jarboli, KKN, Darkwood Dub, and later Eyesburn, were releasing 

albums for the B92 label and were promoted by the eponymous radio station. This support of 

an independent label and the fact that these bands would participate in the protests showed 

how social networks were very important for the Indie Pop scene in the 1990s. It even made 

the members of the scene stronger, because they had a joint purpose and would thus support 

each other much more in times of political upheaval.  

Political magazine Vreme (Time) wrote about the connection of rock’n’roll and protests saying 

how these new artists are ‘verified opponents of the regime, they have a clear message, idea, 

courage and are ready to take things into their own hands’ (Vreme, 1999). There were some 

songs written around the time of the 1996/97 protests that had this sort of clear message 

described in the magazine Vreme and were done in the spirit of Realpolitik, ‘politics based on 

practical objectives rather than on ideals…[which is in diplomacy] often associated with 

relentless, though realistic pursuit of the national interest’ (Britannica, n.d.). Darkwood Dub’s 

song ‘Sistem’ (‘The System’), which was a staple of the 1996/97 protests, is basically a call for 

revolution or a ‘call to arms’ song (Mijatovic, 2008) delivered in just three lines over a very 

repetitive beat: ‘I’m throwing stones at the system/ I’m hitting right at the centre/ Bloody 

mechanism’. As can be assumed from rather elliptical lyrics, the system here is a political 

system but, according to Mijatovic, could also mean ‘a new system of values that was 

introduced through the criminalization of society’ (2008:11). KKN released a song called ‘Proci 

ce i njihovo’ (‘Their Time Will Pass’) in 1998 signalling the end of Milosevic’s rule, again with a 
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call for action in the song’s ending lines: ‘There is no more time left/I have to take a stand’. 

Eyesburn’s 1999 song ‘Sejn’ (‘Shane’), a cover or Yugoslav/Croatian band Haustor from the 

1980s, was arguably the song that could be the unofficial anthem of what was to come in the 

2000 presidential elections with the lines ‘Get out and fight/There is no place in this town for 

one of us’. The band, who named themselves Eyesburn as a comment to Serbian state-run TV 

stations that ‘burned’ their eyes, modified the last line of the chorus by changing the pronoun 

‘I’ into ‘They’ singing: ‘They will take your life and if you stay – your honour’ and this according 

to Mijatovic (2008) ‘made this song a call for Serbian citizens to rally and fight for their rights, or 

the government will take their lives and their honor’. All these songs could fall into the category 

of songs of persuasion, or what Denisoff (1968) calls the magnetic song ‘which appeals to the 

listener and attracts him to a specific movement or ideology within the ranks of adherents by 

creating solidarity in terms of the goals expressed in the propaganda song’ (Denisoff, 1968: 

230). The examples of these songs like ‘Sejn’ and ‘Proci ce i njihovo’ show how this type of 

music became ‘integral to both the mobilization and construction of collective action 

repertoires among student protesters in successive waves of protest against the Milosevic 

regime in the winter of 1996/97 and the fall of 2000’ (Steinberg, 2004:3). This ‘politicization of 

popular music’ as Steinberg calls it, and the magnetic songs of persuasion reaffirmed anti-

government sentiment of the era and marked the first wave of the Indie Pop music scene in 

Belgrade.  

The call for action coming from Indie Pop songs in the late 1990s crystallised into something 

more concrete in the year 2000. Namely, it became a call for young people to take part in the 

2000 general elections. A group of Serbian NGOs organised a youth campaign entitled Vreme je! 

(It is Time!). A big part of that campaign was a concert tour entitled Rokenrol za izbore – izadji 

na crtu (Rock’n’roll for Elections – I Challenge You), where Indie Pop bands largely formed in the 

1990s toured Serbia playing 52 free concerts for young people encouraging them to get out and 

vote. The list of bands included many of those I have previously discussed in this chapter such 

as KKN, Darkwood Dub, Jarboli, Eyesburn along with others like Negative, Sunshine, Block Out, 

Atheist Rap and Goblini. This campaign was preceded by another similar, shorter rock’n’roll 

campaign the year before (1999) organised by B92 and ANEM (Association of Independent 
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Media) with just three bands KKN, Darkwood Dub and Sunshine entitled Nije ljudski cutati (To 

be Silent is not in the Human Nature). Zlatko Joksic, one of the organizers of Vreme je! 

campaign and the executive producer of the Rock’n’roll for Elections campaign said that this 

was a classic GOTV (Get out the vote) campaign. It was done without any political speeches, 

and was aimed solely at raising the voting turnout banking on the idea that young people will 

vote for the opposition: ‘We only had a big clock which said ‘It is Time’ and the hands of the 

clock were showing five minutes to midnight. The only message was: Get out and vote’ (Kalaba, 

2017). The campaign bore fruit as Milosevic lost to the DOS (Democratic Opposition of Serbia) 

candidate Vojislav Kostunica in presidential elections. There were some discrepancies in the 

official results issued by the Federal Electoral Committee, who claimed that Kostunica did not 

have the 51 percent of votes needed to win the elections in the first round. DOS claimed 

otherwise, and people took to the streets of Belgrade on October 5th demanding from Milosevic 

that he acknowledge defeat in what is now known as October 5 Overthrow or Revolution. After 

a one-day massive protest, the revised or actual results were issued which stated that Milosevic 

had lost the elections. This was also a big win for rock’n’roll in Belgrade, as it was instrumental 

in bringing back democracy to Serbia, which is why Nenad Pejovic, guitarist from band KKN 

whom I interviewed for my research, said that October 5th was a rock’n’roll revolution:   

Rock’n’roll musicians have a certain status here, informally speaking they are respected. 

Regardless of how low-key the whole thing is. And their music was on high rotation 

during the 1990s and was used to alert the people, so that we would wake up, get real 

and do something…at the time it was still a subcultural thing, it had the sense of 

something forbidden, and then in the 2000s when we won, this was not the turbo folk 

revolution, or if we want to call it event. October 5th revolution was more of a rock’n’roll 

event than turbo folk event. 

Nenad underlines how rock’n’roll which was a part of a counter-culture in Belgrade became a 

powerful political tool. It was something of a wake-up call for many young people in Serbia in 

the 1990s, when people needed to act on many irregularities in the election processes. As 

Mijatovic says: ‘By challenging the regime-sponsored discourses prevalent in the media in their 

songs, and by being an integral and important part of the demonstrations against the wars and 
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the regime, rock musicians in Serbia helped form and spread awareness of the necessity for 

political action’ (Mijatovic, 2008:15). Or as Aca, from Belgrade Irish folk band Orthodox Celts 

said: ‘The real name of democracy in those years was – rock’n’roll’ (Petrovic, 2013). This is 

arguably the one thing that makes Serbian Indie Pop musicians from the 1990s stand out from 

most of their counterparts in other European countries at the time. The whole scene was part 

of the changes in society while being shaped by the state of society in Serbia at the time and 

was marked by many anti-regime protests and campaigns, which was evident in lyrics of the 

songs of Indie Pop musicians that served as an incentive to people to go out into the streets and 

fight for their rights. This was a clear example of how rock can meddle with politics and bring 

changes to society. Because of this specific relationship that Indie Pop musicians had with 

politics in Belgrade, I discussed with my respondents whether today, almost twenty years later, 

music can still affect society, and if so, in what way. The next section of this chapter will 

elaborate on the connection between music and changes in society through the lens of my 

respondents.  

4.2 Ch-ch-ch-ch-Changes  

 

A song’s poetry and music can change reality, maybe not by immediately resulting in 

changes in law, but by having a deeper impact on the society that makes laws  

(Friedman, 2013: 15)  

 

The years 2018 and 2019 saw the biggest anti-government protests held in Belgrade after the 

October 5th Revolution. The protests were triggered when an opposition leader, Borko 

Stefanovic, was attacked and beaten with an iron rod in November 2018, because of which the 

protest went under the slogan ‘No more bloody shirts/Stop the bloody shirts’ (Reuters, 2018). 

The protests were soon renamed ‘One of Five Million’ following the statement of Serbian 

President Aleksandar Vucic that even if five million people took to the streets to protest against 

him, he will not compromise with the protesters. Aleksandar Vucic, whose best description 

would be ‘an ultra-nationalist-turned-pro-European’ (France24, 2019) is the leader of the 
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Serbian Progressive Party, which has been in power since 2012. The protests are still ongoing 

because of many scandals regarding the ruling party, and the research done by SeConS Group 

for the Development Initiative shows that the main reasons for joining the protests are ‘media 

freedom, government corruption and the government not solving important issues such as 

unemployment, poverty and youth leaving the country’ (N1, 2019). One of the main requests 

from the organisers of the protest is free elections and free media, which are in most cases 

owned and run by people close to the ruling party. Rock’n’roll music is again the soundtrack of 

these protests, which are held every Saturday in the centre of Belgrade, although there were no 

official campaigns or tours by Indie Pop musicians to support these protests as was the case in 

the 1990s and in the year 2000. The interviews I conducted with my respondents were done 

before the beginning of these protests in Belgrade, and in that sense, they will not reflect the 

current situation in the Serbian capital, but are more a general discussion on whether Indie Pop 

and/or rock’n’roll music can still influence or make changes in society almost twenty years after 

the democratic changes in the country.   

Almost half of my respondents who were commenting on Indie Pop music said that music in 

today’s world cannot make any changes, or influence society. Music critic Petar Janjatovic 

thinks that it is a generational thing, and that the reason for the absence of such influence in 

rock’n’roll music today in Belgrade is that the enemy that musicians were up against is now 

gone:  

You had an enemy back in those days. In the 1970s and 1980s that was the father who 

was an officer of the Yugoslav Army [many famous rock musicians in Yugoslavia were 

sons of military personnel], or doing your obligatory military service, or hassle from the 

state to become a member of the communist party. In the 1990s it was Sloba (Slobodan 

Milosevic) and his regime, and music meant something to people. Music was there to 

literally save your brain. I think that now all of that has gone to pieces…and there is no 

investment in different cultures apart from the one which is mainstream. 

The answers from the other half of respondents who said that it could affect society fall into 

two types of influences, which can be termed the macro and micro level.  Mia, a fan of Indie 
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Pop music, talked about this change on a macro level giving the example of the protests in 

Belgrade during the 1990s. This is how she describes this effect of music on people:  

When we had protests here, and when they played ‘Igra rokenrol cela Jugoslavija’ (‘All 

of Yugoslavia is Dancing to Rock’n’roll’, a famous 1980s song by Belgrade band Elektricni 

orgazam), people feel connected while they sing, all of them who came there. Not 

everyone knew that song from before, many even didn’t know the lyrics, but at that 

moment it didn’t matter. For all those people in that place, music played a very 

important role, they were all connecting, singing together, feeling some emotions while 

listening to these songs which sang of unity and harmony, so I’m sure that music can 

play a vital role in society.  

What Mia is describing is that music in this case brings about the feeling of unity amongst 

people who are gathered there for a specific reason. The example she gives is not a ‘call to 

arms’ song, but can nevertheless make people connect and unite on an emotional level, and at 

the same time unite them in their fight against a common enemy, and in that way, it also brings 

a certain political message. How music works on an emotional level is echoed by Boris 

Vlastelica, the singer of one of the current leading Indie Pop bands from Belgrade, Repetitor.  It 

can affect the emotions that consequently lead to a social change:  

It [Music] is not experienced in a rational way, but more instinctively and emotionally, 

so it can explain some complicated things much better, to put them in some sort of a 

message, some feeling that is then understandable to everyone. So, in that sense, it has 

that power of propaganda still, just like films, and I think these are the two most 

powerful artistic media that can bring some social change.  

What Boris and Mia are describing could refer to the type of propaganda song described by 

Denisoff (1968) as a song of persuasion ‘which functions to communicate an idea, a concept or 

a total ideology to the listener’ (Denissof, 1968: 229). However, their ideas are that these songs 

are used for something good, such as uniting people or bringing about some sort of social 

change. However, three of my other respondents talked about how this ‘propaganda’ effect of 

the songs can also be abused for political purposes of the ruling elite and would thus not have a 
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positive effect as described by my two previous respondents. Boban, an Indie Pop fan, believes 

that music can be used as some kind of controlling tool by the government, but that depending 

on the type of government it can have a different effect on society:  

So we have the October 5th revolution, which was carried out by the rock generation, 

our former Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic was the architect of this event, and he was a 

rocker, he even had a pierced ear…With music [like Turbo-folk] you can create a legion 

of mediocrities so that this government would stay in power. Not just this particular 

government. Because even MTV that we worshipped 20 years ago is no longer a music 

station, there are mostly reality shows. So, it’s not a local problem, I think.  

Boban was also referring to turbo-folk music that was created in the 1990s and is still relevant 

in today’s Serbia saying that it was a political decision to support this kind of ‘rural mentality’ as 

he calls it so that people would be controlled more easily. Bole, the head of independent label 

Ammonite Records had the same point about music, but unlike Boban he was talking about a 

more global perspective, and referring to rock’n’roll music today, which he believes is being 

sidelined because it is too dangerous for politicians:  

I think there is some kind of massive dumbing down of people with [today’s rock] music. 

And rock’n’roll has never been such music to do that, on the contrary, you even have 

alternative genres like dark and Post-punk that required you to read and to follow 

movies to be able to get the message that musicians were sending in their songs. And 

today you have less and less bands that are demanding for their listener…Indie and 

alternative bands for teenagers like Thirty Seconds To Mars have no message. And that’s 

the music genre that currently represents rock, punk, pop and alternative music.  

The other respondents talked about how music can affect people on what I refer to as a micro 

level. Most of them talked about the effects on a more personal level, but Jelena, a BBC Serbian 

journalist and a former music journalist, thinks that music can be a force of change if it is 

connected to some smaller community. Here she made a link between the Eurovision song 

contest, which was broadcast in the background during our interview, and members of the 

LGBT community:  
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Do you know what has that kind of energy of change, and now that we’re watching 

Eurovision, it is something connected to LGBT community. I think that in that way, some 

things are changing, even in our society. Not enough, of course, but still, they are 

moving forward. And I think that even the fact that we have a gay prime minister is not 

that important. I think that some celebrity will do much more for the emancipation of 

gays than a gay prime minister. So that’s what I think, music can have an effect on 

society in terms of some micro-community. 

Jelena believes that music cannot affect society as a whole, but can work as an empowerment 

tool in terms of one smaller community. This empowerment element is also visible in the 

response of Sonja, an English teacher and also a former musical journalist, who says that music 

can shape people’s character and make people think. It works on a personal level by affecting 

people’s value system, and this change within can eventually lead to a change in society if 

people decide to act:  

It [Music] can affect the consciousness of an individual. Listening to a certain kind of 

music can make one think about different things. And music, even local music here, can 

influence individuals to primarily change themselves. To find a way within themselves to 

even be socially engaged. To work on themselves and then to change things. It can’t be 

done directly, there is no indoctrination involved…I don’t believe in revolutions…but I 

believe that it can affect us on a personal level, and then it’s up to the individuals to 

engage themselves, come together and change things. And I think that art affects which 

values we accept a lot, especially in a younger, formative period of life 

Sonja’s statement shows that a path to change in society for music has to come through the 

individual and their way of thinking rather than as a top-down approach in which music is used 

as a direct propaganda tool which calls for action, as in the case of social protests. As Svetlana, 

a fan of Indie Pop music, says ‘it has an enormous influence – in an aesthetic, cultural and value 

sense’, rather than in ideological sense.  Eyerman and Jamison (1995) discuss a similar process 

with regards to the 1960s counter-cultural rock music. The authors argue that this synergy 

between popular culture and social movements is reciprocal, and in their interaction they can 



94 
 

‘contribute to wide-ranging and long-term processes of cultural transformation’ (Eyerman-

Jamison, 1995: 464). Popular songs can identify and offer explanations to certain social 

problems, influence individuals, but at the same time ‘provide a sense of belongingness, a 

sharing in a collective vision’ (ibid, 1995: 464). In this sense, popular culture creates ‘ideas, 

values and attitudes’ in individuals as Sonja and Svetlana mention, but through social 

movements these ideas can affect a ‘broader segment of people, and (perhaps) to more long-

lasting effect’ (ibid, 1995: 458), which implies that a change or transformation is possible.  

Ivana Smolovic, the lead singer of the band On Tour, provided an example of how her own 

music works on a micro level in practice, unrelated to either changing society or a person’s 

character:    

Two things happened to me when some kids from the audience came up to me. One 

couple said they hooked up to one of our songs. Another girl came and said – ‘I fought 

with him and he didn’t understand a thing I said, and then I typed him the lyrics from 

this song’. And that’s exactly it. That is the point of my music. It communicates on a 

personal level. There is no music without it 

The changes discussed by my respondents were on both macro and micro levels. The protests 

against the government from the 1990s in Serbia that were actively accompanied, inspired and 

supported by musicians and their music were an example of a macro level change. Several 

respondents note how music can be used as a persuasive tool for social changes, but two of 

them say that it can also be used to manipulate the masses with the content that does not 

engage people to think critically. On a micro level, music can influence a person’s value system 

and shape a person in a cultural and aesthetic sense. This will create a mindset that makes 

people think and connect with each other, which could ultimately lead to social change or social 

action such as protests.  
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4.3  New Serbian Scene: A New Hope   

 

The New Serbian Scene generally refers to Serbian pop/rock groups that were formed after the 

year 2000. However, the actual term was coined around 2007 by Popboks webzine, a web 

magazine dedicated to popular culture for which I worked as a freelance music journalist from 

2005 until 2013 when it was shut down. As will be seen in the next section of this chapter, 

which deals with the media landscape during the 2000s in Belgrade, Popboks was the media 

channel which directly supported the new scene, the majority of which were Indie Pop 

musicians, by having a special section on their website entitled ‘The Scene’, where they would 

present new and up-and-coming bands, most of which at that point still only had demo 

recordings. They joined forces with Pop Depresija (Pop Depression), a one-man show hosted by 

Ivan Loncarevic and Studio B (Radio 94.9) to select the bands for the CD compilation called 

Nova srpska scena: Jutro ce promeniti sve? (New Serbian Scene: Will morning change 

everything?) which was released by the state-run label PGP RTS in 2007. This was the first time 

that the name ‘New Serbian Scene’ was used in the title of a release, which is why many 

consider 2007 to be the beginning of this new wave of bands, although there were some of 

them like Goribor who had their own releases prior to this. Seven artists out of sixteen from the 

compilation are from Belgrade. The band Repetitor, who are considered to be the most 

successful Indie Pop band today in Belgrade with their tours of Europe as well as Russia and 

China, debuted in this compilation with their single ‘Ja’ (‘I’). The compilation also had Ika and 

Mothership Orchestra, which are the first official recordings of bands belonging to a new Indie 

Pop subgenre Americana, all of whom sing in English. Ivan Loncarevic, originator of the Pop 

Depression radio show and who worked on the compilation, says that it was a ‘nice cross-

section of the scene and a nice album in itself’, which never intended to be the comprehensive 

representation of the whole scene, but just a sample of what was going on at the moment. 

 

This compilation and the formation of the new wave of artists is a good example of the kind of 

‘music worlds’ described by Nick Crossley (2015). For Crossley music worlds appear where a 

core of future participants come together to form social networks, whose characteristics are 
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‘cooperation, mutual support, influence, trust, but also competition and conflict’ (Crossley, 

2015: 40). The compilation and the new scene displayed many elements of these music worlds, 

like the interconnectedness between radio DJs, a music webzine and a new generation of Indie 

Pop artists. Apart from cooperation and mutual support, the compilation also presented other 

elements of music worlds like competition and conflict among those bands who were now 

fighting for their position in the newly forged scene. There were other prominent Indie Pop 

bands working at the time like Stuttgart Online and Petrol, who were not included on the 

compilation, which is why the term New Serbian Scene now refers to all of those bands. 

However, when the compilation appeared it seemed like this name was designated for an elite 

group of bands, which caused some criticism as Boris Vlastelica, the singer of band Repetitor, 

explained in his interview with me:  

We were the youngest band from this scene in which Popboks put us together as part of 

the New Serbian Scene. We have never accepted that name as we thought that it would 

include something wider, and they had ambition to include more genres in it, but in the 

end, it turned out that one exclusive club of bands took on the national name, so this all 

caused revolt with some colleagues, and I can totally understand that. 

Ivan Loncarevic, presenter of the radio show Pop Depression who was involved with the making 

of this compilation, confirmed in his interview that the ambitions were bigger than just one 

release and that this compilation was going to be the first compilation in a succession of many 

to come. The second compilation was supposed to present the hip hop scene, and each year 

there was going to be another compilation presenting a new genre of music. He regrets the fact 

that this plan never came to fruition, but this also explains the fact why people criticised the 

name of the scene calling it pretentious or elitist. Uros Milovanovic, a radio DJ who worked for 

Studio B (Radio 94.9) at the time, wrote: ‘The fact is that the name itself wasn’t an ideal 

solution to represent several new local groups’ (Milovanovic, 2009). Two of my respondents 

thought that even the name ‘scene’ was a problem. Sonja Rajin, a former music journalist, 

thinks that the scene is too fragmented and that ‘we cannot talk about a singular scene, more 

like of many individual bands that have a certain amount of success’. Mimi, a radio DJ from 

Radioaparat believes that ‘these bands are just too different, and they were shoved under one 
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scene’. Svetlana who is a fan of Indie Pop music says that the bigger problem of the name itself 

is the fact that unlike with the 1980’s New Wave bands, and 1990’s Indie Pop bands, most of 

the New Serbian Scene bands are not committed to the cause enough and are not taking their 

music seriously:  

 

I believe that there is no idealism and fanaticism that is necessary for you to make that 

giant leap. All the bands that have that are immediately noticed, but there are just a few 

of them. And I believe this is what dominates the scene nowadays. This kind of doing 

music as a hobby. 

 

Another problem that plagues the scene is the fact that they are not popular enough to gather 

a large crowd at their concerts, as Svetlana Djolovic, a radio DJ from Radioaparat and formerly 

Studio B (Radio 94.9) explains:  

 

They never reach Hala Sportova (Sports Hall) (capacity 5,000 people), they always play 

for 300-500 people, and the upper limit for most indie rock bands is Americana Hall 

(capacity 800 people) of Dom Omladine (Belgrade Youth Centre). This is the maximum 

capacity and popularity for those bands. This step from Americana Hall to Sports Hall is 

insurmountable still. 

 

Nevertheless, the scene itself gained momentum after the release of the Jutro ce promeniti sve 

compilation in 2007 and has since become even more developed and diverse. Ivan Loncarevic 

discussed the key players in the scene, bands Artan Lili and Repetitor, saying that concerts are 

their greatest strength ‘which are on a much higher level than the rest. It looks world class, very 

professional’. He believes that what Repetitor does on an energy level (as their music is very 

explosive and guitar-driven), Artan Lili does in terms of packaging their songs (which are more 

radio-friendly). I interviewed singers of both groups for this research. Online portal Beforeafter 

presented many new bands in their 2018 article ‘Some New Kids or What is it that the Serbian 

Alternative Scene Can Offer’ saying that ‘many people are issuing death certificates to the 
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alternative scene, however, not only that it is not on life support machines, but it is bursting 

with life and new ideas’ (Neskovic, 2018). Some of the new artists ‘bursting with life’ on the 

scene, for example Buc Kesidi, Sajzerbiterlemon and Gazorpazor are also highly influenced in 

sound by artists such as Artan Lili and Repetitor and are making their own mark on the scene.   

 

This was the first new wave of musicians after the October 5th revolution that were embraced 

by the audience in the same way that the 1990’s Indie Pop bands had been embraced. Historian 

Aleksandar Rakovic discussed how rock’n’roll, which was an ally of the new government against 

the old government from the 1990s, was marginalised and believes that there is a reason for 

that: ‘Why was it banished? Because it warns about the deviations in society, because it creates 

attitude, because when their strength is turned into counter-culture it can carry you away’ 

(Petrovic, 2013). Vladimir Krakov, from Indie band Presing which started out in the 1990s, also 

believes that the times when rock’n’roll ‘won’ were short-lived and that this music has become 

underground again:  

 

What happened to artists and musicians, or even the complete cultural scene in 

Belgrade today is exactly the same thing that happened to the political opposition (the 

so-called democratic option which succeeded Milosevic in the year 2000) and to 

everyone who is spiritually different from the current political elite (former nationalists 

now turned pro-European who have been in power since 2012). This means that 

everything that doesn’t fit today’s regime is being marginalised.  

 

Dragan Ambrozic, program manager at Belgrade Youth Centre which is one of the key places for 

rock’n’roll concerts in Belgrade, wrote how this moment right after October 5th was a missed 

opportunity for rock’n’roll, which was in heavy rotation on Serbia’s main TV channels for a very 

brief period of time right after the revolution. However, he sees the New Serbian Scene as a 

breath of fresh of air and a new hope:  

And then [after 2000] all of the rock music made here went to fade out on cable TV 

channels… Until recently, when thanks to the ‘Scene’ section of Popboks website 
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(www.popboks.com) it became clear that a large ratio of music euphoria caught Serbia 

when nobody really thought about it (Ambrozic, 2008).  

The new music scene had a lot to live up to, given the fact that the previous 1990’s generation 

of Indie Pop musicians was a significant mouthpiece for the revolution. However, the times of 

the October 5th revolution are gone and it is now replaced by the ‘inner revolution of the 

young’. Dragan Ambrozic believes that instead of big political fights, these new artists are 

fighting battles in their personal space:  

Our new groups are everything apart from what you expect: they have the attitude, but 

not where you hope for them to have it. Instead of big declarations, the main political 

battle of today is fought on the most private and personal level, there is no other one. In 

the anonymity of their rooms, in the privacy and silence in front of their displays, there 

where society is actually today, in your bed and around it. Namely, new groups do not 

need any higher causes or big global plans to be rock’n’roll or to be a full-fledged part of 

that tradition (Ambrozic, 2008).  

This is reflected in the song ‘Salonac’ (2017) by Artan Lili, one of the most successful new 

groups from Belgrade, where they play with the idea of a contemporary ‘revolutionary’ who 

starts a rebellion on Facebook or is in it for the money. As Ambrozic notes, this new generation 

of bands are the ones that grew up with new media and are utilizing it to promote their 

material. However, it is interesting to see how in 2007 and several years afterwards they were 

still supported by the more classic media in their promotion. The next section of this chapter 

will briefly present how the situation changed in the media infrastructure that supported the 

scene from 2007 until today.  

 

4.4  Media Support   

 

According to both musicians and people from the media, media and institutional support (or as 

some of my respondents such as Ana Curcin term it the infrastructure) of the bands are very 

important to the scene. This infrastructure is something that over the past decade has visibly 
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diminished. At the time when the New Serbian Scene was formed in 2007, one printed music 

magazine (Huper) and one webzine (Popboks) were operational at the time - both are now 

defunct. As was noted earlier, Popboks was particularly important for the scene as it was 

promoting it on its website under the section called ‘The Scene’. Two main radio stations that 

promoted Indie Pop music were Radio 94.9 (one frequency of a larger media station called 

Studio B), and B92 radio, already referred to in the section of this chapter focusing on the 

1990s. Both media (along with their TV stations) were sold to private owners, which resulted in 

major changes in their program scheme, where even Diskomer – a weekly chart show (which 

included a local chart as well) running from the 1970 onwards on Studio B disappeared from 

the air. MTV Adria, a localised variation of MTV Europe that was broadcast in the former 

Yugoslav republics was operational from 2005-2018. It had a specialised chart show called 

Domacica, which particularly popularised local bands from the region and was one of the main 

sources of information regarding new Indie Pop bands. All of these major media supporters of 

the Belgrade scene were gone in the period of about ten years. Also, out of the three most 

famous rock’n’roll venues Akademija (The Academy), SKC (Student’s Cultural Centre) and Dom 

Omladine (Belgrade’s Youth Centre), only Dom Omladine still has rock’n’roll concerts – 

Akademija was closed in 2011 and SKC started hosting less and less concerts. Boris Vlastelica 

from band Repetitor, whose band started out in 2007 when all this infrastructure was still in 

place explained in his interview how it was easier to start a rock band at that time:  

When we started the band, people were waiting for something new to happen, I feel 

that these were happier times to start a band, because due to the relics from Slobodan 

Milosevic’s time there were still a lot of non-commercial media and shows that didn’t 

exclusively depend on ratings and commercials, so there was more space for 

independent music. The videos were in high rotation on TV, which enabled the bands to 

reach a wider audience, and there were also three very important venues in Belgrade – 

Akademija, Dom Omladine, SKC, that Bermuda triangle of Belgrade’s alternative 

rock’n’roll was still operational, which meant that the audience was spontaneously 

going to concerts even when they didn’t know who was playing and that is how the 
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young bands would reach their audience…and this was the atmosphere in which we 

were formed as the youngest band from that scene.  

Bojan Slacala, the singer of the bands Stuttgart Online and Artan Lili, discussed the time when 

he formed his first band Stuttgart Online, and how the media and concert scene affected it:  

There were some interesting pop rock portals, out of which Popboks had the best 

editorial staff and plans and ideas with the scene…these people were in tight 

cooperation with Art & Music Festival (in Pula, Croatia) and they would suggest some 

bands, fresh blood that appeared on our rock’n’roll scene. And this is how Goribor, 

Repetitor and ourselves [Stuttgart Online] went one year to this festival along with some 

other bands. 

When he formed an even more successful band, Artan Lili, in 2013, the media support was still 

there, but only for a short period of time:  

At the time you had several relevant TV and radio chart shows – Diskomer (Studio B), 

Pop Masina (B92) on the radio and Domacica (MTV Adria) on TV. And all of it is gone 

today. Also, at the time when Artan Lili began, already half of these internet portals 

were shut down…so we caught these last two years of all of it. We were lucky 

there…these were some of the brightest moments which helped us a little. Today there 

is no chart show, Veran Matic sold B92, these guys [the government] snatched Studio B, 

somebody pulled the plug on MTV Adria, so there is no money left, and when there is no 

money, there is nothing.  

With the old media gone from the picture, bands are left with the Internet to promote their 

material, and as Bojan Slacala says ‘the youth always find a way to get what they want’. 

However, Vladimir Krakov from Indie Pop band Presing, formed in the 1990s, says that the 

downfall of media affected the scene in the sense that it pushed it even more underground 

than it used to be, as there are no radio, TV or printed media where you can hear or read about 

that scene. Two of my respondents say that this kind of support is still needed regardless of 

YouTube or any kind of internet promotion. Ana Curcin, an Americana singer, says that the 

Belgrade scene misses the whole infrastructure:  
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When I say infrastructure, I don’t mean only the labels, concert agencies and bookers, 

but I also mean the bridge and communication with the world, and this is not only the 

internet, where you have YouTube – that’s fine, because this we can do ourselves – but 

there has to be a wider story and infrastructure that would enable it.  

Uros Milovanovic, a radio DJ from Studio B and Radio 202 who also used to host the Diskomer 

chart program, says that traditional media is still very important for the presentation of the 

scene, because apart from using online media, people still watch TV and listen to the radio and 

because there should be someone who can guide people and recommend new material to 

them. According to a Zenith Media study from 2017, traditional media still ‘account for more 

than two thirds of consumption’ (Digital Strategy Consulting, 2017), and TV is still the dominant 

single medium. The conclusion of the study corroborates Uros’s idea that traditional media still 

play an important role when discovering new music:   

You have to show them [these bands] on RTS [national television]…we now realise how 

important it is to present that scene, to support it, to broadcast it on TV, to show the 

good sides, the bad sides, criticism and support – all of it…It would be good for you as 

the end user to have that option to either hear something new or not hear it if you don’t 

want to. The problem with the Internet is that you have to look for it yourself, which 

means you have to know what you’re looking for. You have to know whether you like 

artists like Kralj Cacka, Artan Lili or On Tour. And who’s going to tell you that? You really 

have to be a music fanatic to know all of that…it is very hard to make sense of all of that 

and then you miss things. If you are not in direct or indirect communication with that 

scene, a good tune can pass you by.  

Apart from classic media, there are other things that could support the scene such as more 

streaming services (Deezer is the only streaming service, Spotify still has not entered the 

market) and more labels. According to Nikola Jovanovic, a lecturer of Music Business at the SAE 

Institute in Belgrade, the most important thing missing in the market is digital monitoring of the 

market, which would enable two important things needed for the scene – respecting the 

copyright and paying royalties to the artists that would enable them to work more, and the 
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official music chart. The music chart is very important in order to get a more realistic picture of 

the music scene, which, according to Jovanovic: 

… doesn’t have to be sales-based chart, it can be an air-based chart … Serbia doesn’t 

want to introduce that, and also the CD sale numbers are never released. I know that 

the sale numbers are very low, but they can make the chart according to playlists that 

are on the air … nobody is doing anything about it systematically. 

Paying royalties and official music chart along with the introduction of more digital services 

would provide an ‘additional boost to the scene’. 

This chapter section has mapped out the media scene and infrastructure that supported the 

New Serbian Scene from its inception in 2007 until today, when most of the old media support 

is gone, and also indicated what changes need to be made in order to improve it today, such as 

digital monitoring of the market, the official chart and more streaming services. The absence of 

traditional media support also meant that social networks were even more prominent within 

the New Serbian Scene. This was especially so as mutual cooperation and support was now 

more important among artists who depended on each other more than ever. It also meant that 

one of the characteristics of social networks as described by Prior (2015), promotion, now was 

in the hands of the artists themselves as never before. The following sections of this chapter 

will deal with the characteristics of the current Indie Pop scene that were prominent in my 

research data. These are social networks, the ex-Yugoslav region, language (both Serbian and 

English) and the broader issue of whether the bands who comprise the New Serbian scene are 

able to sustain themselves through music.  

 

4.5 Social Networks and Music Worlds  

One of the characteristics of smaller local music scenes discussed in studies focusing on 

Manchester (Crossley, 2015) and Reykjavik (Prior, 2015) are strong social networks. Prior 

suggests that this kind of tight community is close to Becker’s (1982) description of ‘art world’, 

with the four most important activities being: learning, collaborating, conflicting and 
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promoting. Crossley uses the term ‘music worlds’ to describe the music scene in Manchester. 

These music worlds emerge in places where its members form ‘a social network characterized 

by cooperation, mutual support, influence, trust but also competition and conflict’ (Crossley, 

2015: 40). Music world is a term that can also be applied to describe the Belgrade Indie Pop 

scene with social networks being the crucial element to its existence and development, 

particularly because of the absence of major labels that support it, and the absence of support 

from the traditional media as was described earlier in this chapter.  

Ana Curcin, an Americana singer, says that there are three key words that could describe the 

scene: support, (un)sustainability – which will be considered later in this chapter - and 

infrastructure. Infrastructure has been discussed before with regards to media support, and 

when elaborating on infrastructure Ana also implies ‘the labels, concert agencies and bookers, 

but I also mean the bridge and communication with the world’. Most of this can be summarized 

by one word – promotion, which she says is mainly left to artists themselves to do it. Promotion 

is one of the things that Prior (2015) also notes regarding the Reykjavik scene, which is 

promoted as more independent and hipster, a place where subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995) 

is very important. All these aspects of promotion including the ‘hip’ and ‘authentic’ experience 

stem from the lived practices of the scene, from its social networks and bohemian atmosphere 

of the city where these bands emerged from, which can all be applied to the Belgrade Indie Pop 

scene. However, support is the key word that Ana mentions in relation to the scene. When she 

started playing Americana music around 2013, there were already some musicians on that 

niche scene, and it did not take long to get in touch with all of them after which they became 

very well connected. She also worked on some projects with Stray Dog (another Americana 

artist) and is now collaborating with Belgrade’s most established DJ, Marko Nastic. This is how 

she explains it:  

The key thing that happened was the support in the beginning, no matter how small the 

scene was. I got a lot of support, moral, creative and technical or any kind of support to 

even start playing and push things forward…we as musicians communicate with each 

other very intensively, starting from the exchange of contacts in the region, where we 

can play, to some advice and information, because we do everything by ourselves. We 
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also give each other instruments from time to time and all the necessary equipment 

when we work in the studio. None of the videos we’ve made would have happened 

without this support, because we shot them on a very tight budget.  

The support Ana mentions works on many levels – moral, technical and economic, and it also 

comes not just from the Belgrade scene, but the whole ex-Yugoslav region, although in Ana’s 

case it included Romania as well because she worked with Romanian singer Byron on the single 

Take My Hand from 2018. Collaborations are very common for musicians from this scene, some 

of them sing in several bands, including the two artists I interviewed – Ivana Smolovic (Intruder, 

Ika, On Tour) and Bojan Slacala (Stuttgart Online, Artan Lili). Ivana even thinks that this kind of 

networking has gone beyond the genres of niche scenes, as now they are all part of the bigger 

picture, or the Belgrade music scene:  

Earlier on you could tell that these bands were playing Americana music, Intruder is 

something more electro, and then you had bands like Svi na Pod I Zemlja Gruva, which 

was something different, and then you had Repetitor, more guitar-driven, you could 

classify everything by genre. Right now, I don’t have that feeling anymore. All the bands 

play together, travel on tours together and perform on the same stage together.  

This also shows how competition, as discussed by Crossley (2015) and Prior (2015), and 

friendship stand side by side in the case of Belgrade’s Indie Pop scene. As Nebojsa Pejovic, 

guitarist from KKN describes ‘we help each other, it is on the level of friendship and personal 

contacts, we borrow each other’s instruments, it is like a guild solidarity’. This kind of 

cooperation, but also competition, is not new to the Belgrade rock’n’roll music scene, as Petar 

Janjatovic a music critic active from the 1980s onward confirms. According to Janjatovic, the 

New Wave scene operated in a very similar manner to the new Indie Pop scene. That can also 

have an effect on some indie scene in the future as well, as Mimi, a radio DJ from Radioaparat 

suggests. Mimi hosted several young Indie Pop bands in his shows who were directly influenced 

in their sound by Repetitor, Zene Kese and Nezni Dalibor, all originally from the New Serbian 

Scene compilation Jutro ce promeniti sve. He says that the New Serbian Scene bands are aware 

of them and support them (also confirmed by Boris Vlastelica from Repetitor who named at 
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least ten new Belgrade Indie Pop bands that he likes), and this is where Mimi sees the nucleus 

of the new alternative scene in Belgrade.  

According to Straw, a scene reflects a state of relations ‘between various populations and social 

groups, as these coalesce around particular coalitions of musical styles’ (Straw, 1991: 379). 

Among those social groups are also the fans of Indie Pop music. In a tight-knit community such 

as the one in Belgrade, the situation of closeness experienced by the musicians is also to be 

seen with the fans the sense that the fans are also closely connected both to each other and to 

the musicians from the scene. Mia, a fan of Indie Pop music, describes her experience with the 

scene:  

When I come to think of it, I have been connected to people (within the scene) all my 

life. If you look at my friends, everyone I have ever known has either had a band, 

wanted to have a band, followed some band or tried to have a band.  

Her response is echoed in the interviews I conducted with other Indie Pop fans, like Boban, who 

said that being a rock’n’roll kid was something that would often decide who you hung out with 

as a teenager, filtering out particularly those who listened to folk music. For Svetlana, another 

Indie Pop fan, things did not change even when she matured beyond her teenage years:  

I even do not hang out with somebody who listens to other types of music. And I am not 

embarrassed to say it, I think it is really important. I cannot imagine myself being friends 

with somebody who listens to folk music or some crap like that, not even hip hop. And 

especially to be in a relationship with that kind of person, it’s unthinkable for me. It is an 

indicator of certain things.  

Rock’n’roll is seen here as something which gives people a shared value system as discussed in 

the section about social protests. This is the reason why Svetlana says that listening to a certain 

type of music can also determine the type of people you want to be surrounded by and 

ultimately how to live your life. Both Svetlana and Mia are in relationships with famous 

Belgrade Indie pop musicians.  
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As could be seen in the case of Ana Curcin, the relationships and support in the Indie Pop scene 

go beyond the borders of Belgrade or Serbia. At the very beginning of her career, she started 

exchanging contacts and touring the region. The ex-Yugoslav region started playing an 

important role again following the end of all conflicts in 2000, particularly for the Indie Pop 

scene. The next section of this chapter will further elaborate on the second characteristic of the 

scene – the region.  

4.6 From Local to Trans-local and Back Again 

Yugosphere is a term coined by British journalist Tim Judah in 2009, and is an economic, social 

and cultural phenomenon in the former six republics of Yugoslavia. Judah coined this term 

thinking that ‘the word encapsulated some of the dynamics I had seen developing in the former 

Yugoslavia in recent years’ (The Economist, 2011) in terms of cooperation between the 

countries after about ten years when these ties were mostly broken. When it comes to culture 

and music, it is worth noting that all these countries have a common shared culture, where 

there used to be one market up until the beginning of the 1990s. In that common market, most 

of the musicians would sing in Serbo-Croatian, which was intelligible to all the people from 

those former Yugoslav countries. Furthermore, four countries – Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia and 

Montenegro use their own languages, but this is basically the same language with a different 

dialect, and the differences are minor as in the case of American, British and Australian English. 

In the other two countries, North Macedonia and Slovenia, people ‘either still speak what used 

to be called Serbo-Croatian or understand it’ (Judah, 2009: 3), and people in Serbia can partially 

understand Macedonian and Slovenian. This fact is important in understanding the closeness of 

these countries, and that the music made in any of these languages, although technically being 

trans-local, is still considered local as opposed to Romanian or Bulgarian songs, for instance. In 

2017 the Declaration of the Common Language was signed by a group of linguists and NGOs 

from Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia and Montenegro arguing that people from the four ex-Yugoslav 

countries ‘speak a polycentric language - a language which has several different standardised 

versions in different countries’ (Milekic, 2017). According to Serbian novelist Vladimir 

Arsenijevic, this common language is often referred to as ‘our’ language, as ‘an indication of 
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shared identity maintained in spite of political ruptures’ (Deren & Rico, 2017). This ‘our’ 

reference is also commonly used by people from the former Yugoslavia living abroad when they 

want to avoid using the national prefix.  

In TV entertainment, the first visible signs of Yugosphere were in the Eurovision song contest 

when Serbia and Montenegro entered the competition after a 12-year break, and all former 

Yugoslav republics voted for one another: ‘But then, it could hardly be any other way. Most 

former Yugoslavs like the same music as they do much of the same food’ (Judah, 2019:8). Judah 

gives other examples of many ex-Yugoslav artists now selling their shows all around the region, 

such as Lepa Brena, Hari Mata Hari and Dino Merlin. Turbo-folk is still popular everywhere in 

the region and people from all over the region come to Exit Festival in Novi Sad, Serbia. Also, all 

the mainstream reality shows like Big Brother, Farm, but also singing shows like Pop Idol have 

contestants of all nationalities from former Yugoslav republics. This process is something that 

happened within the region, but Judah says that it is also encouraged by the EU who urged the 

respective governments to apply for certain EU funds together as a region, rather than 

individually, in the fields of energy, economic cooperation and infrastructure. At this point 

three ex-YU countries – Serbia, Montenegro and North Macedonia – are EU candidate states, 

working on joining the EU in 2025 (Rankin, 2018) while Slovenia and Croatia have been 

members since 2004 and 2013, respectively.  

 

The reason why the existence of Yugosphere is important and slightly surprising is because ‘In 

the Balkans nation still trumps state’ (Judah, 2009:27) unlike in the case of Scandinavian or 

German-speaking countries. Music critic Petar Janjatovic, who worked in both Yugoslavia and 

Serbia thinks that the ex-Yugoslav scene is still basically one music scene, although the interest 

in cooperation did come as a surprise to him:  

 

Macedonian bands are signed to Serbian and Croatian labels, Croatians for Serbian and 

the other way round, bands play, there are festivals. I never thought that this would be 

renewed so soon after the 1990s. I thought it would not have happened during my 

career. 
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Petar also mentions that a good deal of collaboration is still happening under the radar because 

none of ‘those dickheads [the politicians] want that. No one is forbidding that, but nobody is 

helping either’. Repetitor, possibly the most successful band from the New Serbian Scene, is the 

one with the most tour dates in the former Yugoslavia from the Indie Pop scene, and the band 

is also signed to a Slovenian label. For them this kind of cooperation comes naturally. Boris 

Vlastelica, the singer of the band talked about how this local reference now trumps the national 

reference, giving the example of the popularity of two famous Yugoslav rock bands in Belgrade 

and Zagreb:   

 

 

I always look at it regionally, because this is how it used to be in the 1980s. Haustor [a 

Croatian pop rock band from the 1980s] was more famous and popular here, and even 

today is, than in [their hometown] Zagreb where it didn’t have a cult following like here 

in Belgrade. In Zagreb, EKV [Ekaterina Velika, 1980s Belgrade pop rock band] was the 

king, whereas here you can hear a lot of criticism towards EKV, which may also be the 

reflection of a small community, or whatever it is. 

 

Due to that cultural connection between the former Yugoslav republics and the common music 

legacy from the Yugoslav period, the term ‘local’ takes on another meaning in this context. This 

is the reason why it cannot be equalled to the term ‘national’, because sometimes fans find a 

band from Zagreb or Ljubljana more relatable or ‘local’ than a band coming from their own 

country. The region plays an important role for Indie Pop musicians in two other characteristics 

of the scene – language and sustainability – because there is no language barrier in the region 

and because regional tours are one of the main financial inputs for the bands. The following 

section of this chapter looks at the use of the Serbian language in Indie Pop songs, but also how 

English has now become characteristic of this genre thanks to mostly Americana bands.  
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4.7 How Local is Serbian Language? How Foreign is 

English Language?  

 

Lyrics of Indie Pop songs are sometimes as important to the fans as the music itself, and they 

can range in theme from problems encountered in love and romance to introspection or, as 

was noted earlier, can be an inspiration for social action. Frontman of Repetitor Boris Vlastelica 

believes that in the case of his music it is best conveyed in Serbian, which gives the band a 

distinctive local feel:  

 

 

There is a deeply rooted principle that the band has to have something local, and I think 

that comes with lyrics and singing in Serbian. Here 90 percent of the bands sing in 

Serbian and none of them have any delusions that they would first become popular 

worldwide.  

In Boris’s opinion having something local in your music provides that special bond with the 

audience, through which they can form a strong attachment to the band based on their lyrics 

and specific sound of the band, meaning that they have passed the test with the audience who 

recognise them as different from some global guitar bands like The White Stripes or Arcade 

Fire:  

The Belgrade audience is very strict, meaning when the connection is made then it gives 

back a lot, and then it is the best audience in the world, but you have to show that the 

band is no imitation – so it is strict in that sense. And particularly because there is an 

anti-Western sentiment which exists even in these parts of society that deem 

themselves pro-Western. Therefore, if you sound like a band from the US or Britain, if 

you look like some kind of reproduction, you won’t get anywhere, they won’t get 

attached to you. So there has to be a catch, something that is local, so that the local 

audience would form an attachment with you.  
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The frontman of Artan Lili Bojan Slacala agrees that the use of Serbian language forms that 

special bond with the local audience and explains why he never even considered using English 

language in his lyrics:  

I am an artist by vocation, but I equally like to express myself through music and 

through rock’n’roll lyrics. And this is a big obstacle for working abroad. I could never do 

this kind of job somewhere abroad. If you didn’t spend the first 15 years in a certain 

language environment and adopted the language so that you think in that language, it’s 

impossible to do it. None of our literary artists have done that.  

Regardless of what the leaders of the two most popular Indie Pop bands think about the use of 

Serbian language, the fans I interviewed actually expressed no real preference as to whether a 

song is performed in Serbian or English. All of them are used to listening to music in both 

languages, but when prompted to explain whether there was any difference in the language, 

since lyrics were generally important to them, they admit to having an attachment to the songs 

sung in a local language. Alek says: ‘It means a lot me if the lyrics are in Serbian because you are 

directly connected to those words, that is the language that I use 98 percent of time. I feel 

some kind of connection, belonging…let’s say if I travel abroad and hear our song, no matter 

how bad that song is, I would emotionally react to it’. Milica also underlined how the message 

of the songs can be relevant to her: ‘I do get excited when there are bands that sing in Serbian 

and when I like the message of the song, like in the case of Obojeni Program’. Boban explains 

how he pays attention to lyrics in Serbian, but when it comes to English-language songs, he first 

gets drawn by the music, and then he explores the lyrics if the music gets his attention. 

Svetlana discussed the fact that it is easier for her to accept a song in English with mediocre 

lyrics than in Serbian and she adds: ‘it is far more challenging to write lyrics in Serbian which are 

actually good. Then I have some additional respect for the band that does it good’. According to 

my respondents, singing in a local language is something that brings about the topics of 

belonging, emotional reactions and relatability, but also respect for those that are able to write 

good lyrics.  
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The use of English language lyrics in Serbian rock and pop songs is rather a phenomenon of 

post-1980s bands and is very common with electronic bands, and now characteristic of the 

Americana subgenre within the Indie Pop scene as well. Throughout the years this has been a 

way to ‘make it’ in the industry in the West, and Ivana Smolovic from Americana band On Tour 

believes that ‘if you want to make a breakthrough, it is simpler in English’. Bole, from the 

Ammonite independent label, thinks that the main motive for making music in English is the 

placement of one’s music abroad and in the West, but says that this has now actually proved to 

be wrong:  

…because the West never really had an ear not only for Serbian artists, but also Austrian 

artists who sing in English and have a perfectly produced album. This is something the 

English and Americans are not interested in. They are only interested in their local 

bands. Europeans finally got the message 15-20 years ago, and turned to themselves, 

and that is why now we have a huge expansion of high-quality bands from all over 

Europe who are popular and good. 

Bole’s statement indicates that there is a silver lining to this theory and that the fact that many 

bands do not make it abroad actually leads to better local scenes where you also have English-

singing artists. Ana Curcin is one such example, and she says that using English in her lyrics was 

not a conscious decision so that she could make an international career. She also believes that 

nowadays using English is no longer an advantage in that perspective:  

Can it enable me to play somewhere abroad? It probably can. But singing some ethno 

music would enable me the same, because it is actually more popular abroad. That 

scene is much more precise and it is much easier to communicate with it somewhere 

abroad, whereas with this music [Americana] you enter one bucket full of competition 

and singer-songwriters. And then you’re one of a million. 

The 1980s were probably the last time an ex-Yugoslav band singing in English made an 

international career, Slovenian industrial band Laibach. Since then, those that have made some 

breakthrough in the international market from the region were people like Goran Bregovic, No 

Smoking Band or Bilja Krstic, all of whom sing in Serbian/Bosnian, as Ana also noted in her 
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interview. Music critic Petar Janjatovic says that it is all part of a trend in the West, where 

people want to hear something fresh and different, and uses the term ‘weekend barbarians’ to 

describe the people who get crazy to ‘this Balkan madness’ over the weekend, and then return 

to their work ‘nice and clean’ on Monday: ‘So that is why our exports mainly follow that sound. 

Because when you make your stuff here [rock’n’roll], you offer the same emotion and on top of 

it, they don’t know the language’.  This kind of phenomenon is more a case of exoticism on 

which extensive literature has been written (Born and Hesmondhalgh, 2000; Bellman, 1998; 

Locke, 2009). However, a similar thing is now happening in the Indie Pop scene as well. 

Repetitor is at this point the band with the biggest tours around Europe from the Belgrade Indie 

Pop scene, and they have recently toured Russia and China as well. Their case may actually 

confirm the ‘exotic’ theory in the sense that they are more successful abroad than On Tour or 

Ana Curcin regardless of the fact that they sing in Serbian. Music critic Petar Janjatovic believes 

that ‘with Repetitor and such smaller-scale bands the audience recognises the emotion’, and his 

explanation could refer more to relatability than exoticism. The experience of Repetitor leader 

Boris Vlastelica with booking agents and music producers is that there are only a couple of 

languages that people recognise apart from English when it comes to booking very popular 

artists on the level of Madonna or Red Hot Chili Peppers: ‘Yes you can sing in Portuguese, 

Spanish, French or Italian. It is all ok, it is even desirable, it’s a hit nowadays. You are being 

more exotic’. However, Serbian is not one of these languages: ‘In that world, you won’t make it 

with Serbian… To put it plainly, you can’t talk gibberish, Eastern-European gibberish’. He 

accredits their success in Europe to the fact that it is possible to have such success on a more 

independent level. And in this case, both relating to their sound or energy and exoticism due to 

their language could have been instrumental in their international career.  

In the former West Germany, English was for a long time seen as the language of rock music 

and the main reason for this, according to Sabine von Dirke’s research on ‘Neue Deutsche 

Welle’ (New German Wave) (1989), was the countercultural developments particularly in the 

US, because of which rock was seen as ‘rebel music’. The broken national identity of Germany, 

since Germany was split into two parts following the end of the Second World War, was also 

one of the reasons why the German language was not used in rock music, and the 1960’s 
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student movements’ ‘rigorous questioning of their parents’ and grandparent’s generation 

concerning their Nazi past’ (Dirke, 1989: 65). The first time it was used in more widespread 

fashion was in German Punk and New Wave music to ‘express the same antiestablishment 

sentiment’ as in Britain, and ‘in order to get across its message, its opposition to the 

establishment in the form of obscenities and insults’ (ibid, 1989: 69) to the German audience.  

If German rock bands used the English language for distancing themselves from the Nazi past 

and affiliation with the 1960’s anti-establishment sentiment, and if local Serbian bands are not 

using English as a means for making an international career, why do bands from the Americana 

subgenre make music in English? Ana Curcin and Ivana Smolovic both say that writing in English 

comes very naturally to them and is also a part of the music they listened to when they were 

growing up. For Ivana the main reason was because she grew up listening to music in English:  

Me personally, since I never really listened to local music much, I believe that I have 

gone through all those teenage broken hearts, misunderstandings with my parents 

through music in English. I also professionally work with English, and no matter how 

stupid it sounds, it might not be easier, but it is more natural for me to use it.  

Ana Curcin says that she was particularly influenced by the American singer-songwriters such as 

Tracey Chapman, Bruce Springsteen, Joni Mitchell, Natalie Merchant and Alanis Morissette, 

who she listened to in her formative years: ‘and then I simply started writing some songs as a 

teenager and this immediately happened in English’. Part of the blame she says is in the fact 

that she is what she calls a ‘third culture kid’, since she was born in Baghdad and later lived in 

Russia as a child. Bole, from the Ammonite independent label, remembers that a similar case 

applies in the case of Kojot, the singer of hardcore reggae band Eyesburn, who when he writes 

songs, thinks in English: ‘That’s the way he makes the songs. If he made them in Serbian, he 

would have to translate them into Serbian in his head. What I’m trying to say is – he doesn’t see 

English as a foreign language’. And this last explanation is probably the key to this phenomenon 

in the Belgrade music scene, because this new generation of musicians, who are more 

proficient in English from the previous generation in Serbia, do not see English as a foreign 

language when used in songs.    
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Sonja Rajin, a former music journalist, believes that these bands sound authentic enough 

regardless of where they come from, and that using English in their songs is a completely valid 

stance:  

These artists were growing up listening to a certain sound, certain music, which has 

roots in the Anglo-Saxon world, and it is completely natural for them to sing in the 

English language, and while composing they think in English, and that this is the reason 

why they use it…here the language cannot be just a reflection of a certain locality.  

In that sense, although this is a niche in the Indie Pop genre, today we cannot say that the 

language is the marker of locality in Belgrade, as there is a growing number of bands that sing in 

English and mainly perform for their local audiences whose mother tongue is not English. And 

this is probably one of the biggest differences between today’s scene and the 1980’s scene. If, 

as Sonja says, this is not a matter of a certain locality, it is more a matter of a certain sensibility 

and the singer-songwriters that these artists were influenced by, the artists who perform their 

music in English.  

 

4.8 Living the Dream or Living on the Edge?  

 

This final section of the chapter looks at whether Indie Pop bands are able to be self-sustaining 

through working with music. According to my interviewees, this (un)sustainability of the scene 

turned out to be characteristic of the Indie Pop scene more so than of the DJ scene in Serbia 

(see Chapter 5), and most of the hip hop scene who are able to make a living with music (see 

Chapter 6). Out of six interviewed artists only half of them make a living through the music they 

make, whereas the other half have a day job. This was not the case with most of the New Wave 

and pop rock artists in the 1980s, as confirmed by music critics Moma Rajin and Petar 

Janjatovic, who note that those artists were able to make a living with their music in Yugoslavia. 

Prior elaborates in his article on the Icelandic music scene that for the bands associated with 

this scene ‘making it’ in the industry is not the goal in itself but more to ‘self-sustain music 
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practices with friends’ (Prior, 2015:87). Although social networks can be more important than 

the music industry in Belgrade, which has more independent than major labels, it is still not 

easy to even start dealing with this sort of music that generally brings less money than DJing. As 

Radio DJ Svetlana Djolovic from Radioaparat says ‘you have to be existentially protected to start 

dealing with this sort of music’. Her colleague Mimi from the same radio station sees this as a 

major problem for the Indie Pop scene because the quality of their work also suffers:  

This is one of the biggest problems of the local scene here, because people cannot live 

off of their music and they cannot commit themselves to making music one hundred 

percent, which means that they have to do two jobs at the same time, and when that 

person comes to the rehearsal after an eight-hour shift, he or she can’t focus on 

anything. And this is why the quality drops with these bands on their second or third 

album. 

Ana Curcin, who mentioned (un)sustainability as one of the three key factors that determine 

the Indie Pop scene (along with social networks and infrastructure, or the lack of it), is 

somebody who has a part-time job to sustain her. When she started performing five years ago, 

she completely focused on her music, but says that a couple of years later she can no longer 

make a living solely out of music, which is why she took up a part-time job teaching English 

online:  

My impression of our scene here is that there are many talented people who cannot 

make a living with their music and they all have a day job during their whole week, and 

then they have concerts at weekends, they go to the studio at weekends. And all of that 

is ok, but I know how much energy and time it takes me now to be fully in music, 

because I know how much I have to work to move forward. All of this slows things 

down, you have less time and capacity to really work with music.  

Boris Vlastelica and Bojan Slacana are examples of two singers who have succeeded in turning 

their bands Repetitor and Artan Lili into a full-time profession. Bojan from Artan Lili says that 

this requires a lot of work on their part, but also luck: ‘You can’t really make a living by making 

music here, but you can manage to. You can if you organise yourself and put a lot of effort into 
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it. And you also need to be lucky. All the bands have different recipes and everyone has done it 

in their own way’. Boris from Repetitor had actually thought about this issue and had some 

recipes for success to share according to his own experience. He says there are three ways to 

make your band work full-time in Belgrade. First of all, you need to be patient:  

Yes, you can make a living after a few years of working for peanuts. You do get the 

money straight away for working, but it takes time to get to some more serious money.  

The second way is more of a shortcut to this goal and involves having a megahit, which does 

not work for his band, since they do not rely of radio-friendly tunes:  

…or you should have some megahit under your belt like the band Sars, who came out of 

their rehearsals in a basement straight to Exit’s main stage (Exit is the biggest music festival 

in Serbia), so that’s a shortcut as well. For bands like us that do not produce radio hits, the 

road is a bit longer, you have to prove yourself through concerts, to play live a lot, and it’s 

also important to earn some money in those concerts because in time that raises your price, 

as more audience comes to your concert.  

Concerts are mentioned here as one of the key ways for Indie Pop bands to earn money, 

although it has to include extensive tours, and it would be preferable if those tours included the 

region or even a wider European audience, as is the case with Repetitor. This brings us to the 

third way, which is to ‘go regional’. This regional support was already discussed in the 

Yugosphere section as something which is the main economic support for Indie Pop bands:   

Without this regional support we couldn’t make a living out of this, it is very hard to 

make a living like that, especially if your country is Serbia, Macedonia or Bosnia. Small 

country, very little money…a very big financial support for our bands are live gigs in 

Croatia and Slovenia, and then also abroad and in Europe.  

Although not every Indie Pop band has a megahit under their belt or big tours of the region, 

Boris finds that performers themselves are also partially to blame for their economic situation, 

and that they should be putting more effort into their work: ‘the bands are more reactive than 

proactive, they wait for an offer instead of making a plan and realizing it’. Ivana Smolovic from 



118 
 

Americana band On Tour says that she is not very proactive in her music work, but that this was 

a conscious decision on her part:  

I have to say that I have never put enough effort to do it. Because if you want to make a 

living out of music, you send emails, play as many concerts as you can, connect with 

other people who can get you some gigs, you really put some effort [in] so that at one 

point it all starts coming back to you when people start calling you to perform. I have 

never done that…for the last six years I have a steady job and steady paycheck and it 

suits me just fine. I can afford to play if I want to play, or not to play if I don’t want to.  

Even musicians from the EDM scene, such as Nebojsa Markovic (Intruder) and MDKSL, say that 

the uncertainty and instability of work is the reason why many people become discouraged, 

give up trying and turn to their day job. If we add to that things like irregularities about royalty 

payments, low sales of CDs, absence of their music on most commercial TV channels and radio 

stations, maintaining a sustainable Indie Pop band in Belgrade can be a challenge.  

 

4.9 Conclusion  

 

As the main successor to the Yugoslav Pop Rock music scene from the 1980s, the Indie Pop 

scene was born in the 1990s and complemented the overall rock’n’roll scene from the previous 

decade in Belgrade. It was created in times of big social protests in Belgrade spanning the 

whole decade, and its music often reflected the situation in the city becoming the unofficial 

soundtrack to those protests. The scene was influenced by the political events of the 1990s in 

Serbia and at the same time left a mark on those events by joining the fight against the regime 

of Slobodan Milosevic. This was particularly evident in 2000 when indie bands took part in a 

concert tour which encouraged people to get out and vote in general elections, which toppled 

the government in the October 5th Revolution, also dubbed the Rock’n’roll revolution. 

The chapter also looked at whether rock’n’roll may have any effect on society. Half of the 

respondents interviewed were not convinced that today music can make any changes in 
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society, and the other half were discussing the effects on a macro and micro level. The macro 

level implied music as a connective tissue in social protests, but also the reverse effect of music 

that can be used as a tool to manipulate the masses when it does not have any critical 

potential. The micro level implied changes on a more personal level, and the effect music has 

on the value system that a person adopts and the development of critical thinking, which can 

then lead to people with a similar value system coming together and engaging in social activity 

such as social protests.  

This lack of revolutionary potential within music, which respondents recognise in music today is 

echoed in the lyrics and topics of the so-called New Serbian Scene, the second wave of Indie 

Pop musicians from the year 2000 onwards, where the fight has moved from the streets to the 

Internet and on social media. At the same time, the promotion of the scene by the old school 

media such as music magazines, TV and radio stations that was present when the New Serbian 

Scene emerged is now gone and the promotion has mostly moved to the Internet. This new 

scene is more characterised by strong social networks, which are now replacing the more 

classic infrastructure of media and state-run labels that supported the 1980’s and even 1990’s 

rock scene. The new scene now has the quality of what Crossley (2015) terms ‘music world’ 

where collaboration and mutual support are combined with a healthy dose of rivalry among the 

artists. These networks extend beyond the borders of Serbia into the ex-Yugoslav region. The 

New Serbian Scene is the first scene that has forged new ties with musicians from the former 

Yugoslav republics after that link had been broken for more than ten years in the 1990s due to 

the wars in the region. The regional tours have also become an important financial support for 

the Indie Pop bands, many of whom are struggling to make a living solely with their music. 

Around half of the musicians have a day job, which is a big difference compared to similar 

musicians during the 1980s period. In that sense, the lack of a proper media infrastructure and 

support combined with reliance on social networks and the collaboration within the region are 

some of the main characteristics of today’s Indie Pop scene. However, the legacy of traditional 

rock’n’roll music among previous generations of Belgrade musicians is also very much alive and 

visible in the attitude of the bands from the new scene.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FROM LOCAL SCENE TO THE NEW BERLIN: THE 

CASE OF BELGRADE’S ELECTRONIC DANCE MUSIC 

SCENE 

Although it officially started with synth-pop in the 1980s, Belgrade’s electronic scene and its 

club culture as it is known today was ‘conflict-born, tough-as-nails’ according to an Electronic 

Beats website article discussing techno tourism (Electronic Beats, 2017). The truth of the matter 

is that the contemporary electronic scene was forged during the conflict in the former 

Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. This was the time when the whole DJ scene was fighting its 

parallel conflict with the Serbian government: ‘It was an era when men partied to avoid the 

draft, clubs opened their doors in the daytime to block out the sound of NATO bombs falling, 

and a stable future was by no means assured… It was a paradoxical time: the national borders 

were closed, but her horizons were open’ (Szatan, 2019). Although it was still at the time 

considered ‘lesser’ music by rock’n’roll enthusiasts and connoisseurs, it slowly carved its way 

into people’s hearts with the opening of several important clubs in the Serbian capital such as 

Industrija and Soul Food, but also as a part of the soundtrack to anti-regime protests held 

during 1996/7 and later in 2000. The path from a more underground culture to a staple in 

Belgrade’s nightlife was a long one. Even so, what is more surprising is that around twenty 

years later Belgrade’s club culture made headlines in Vogue with an article entitled ‘Is Belgrade 

New Berlin?’ (Holland, 2017). It was also named one of the ultimate party cities in the world 

(Lonely Planet, 2011). However, one thing that is certain is that the reputation that Belgrade 

has today is something that the city owes to the history of its electronic music scene. Belgrade 

has also become a place where people with subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995) come because 

of its burgeoning nightlife, where having some kind of subcultural knowledge and hip 

experience can be seen as a plus. Originally for Thornton, subcultural capital was from and of 

the club scene at the time of writing (1995). This kind of dance tourism to clubs that act as 

trans-local nodes for clubbers whose expectation is that they will be mixing with others who 

share their subcultural capital was not present. Therefore, this kind of cool commodification of 
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the night-time economy seen in Belgrade was only just starting to emerge, and is now very 

much evident in Belgrade’ nightlife in the new millennium. As one of the major characteristics 

of the EDM scene, particularly its DJ strand, subcultural capital will be discussed at the 

beginning of this section. The scene could be said to have two major strands, one with a more 

synth-pop orientation stemming from the 1980s and another which is a more DJ-based one 

born in the 1990s. This chapter will focus on the development of these two respective 

subscenes in Belgrade in the 1980s and 1990s, changes in the scene in the new millennium, 

Belgrade’s nightlife in comparison to Berlin and the gendered nature of the scene.  

5.1 The Evolution of Electronic Scene in Belgrade  

Electronic music is something that first appeared in Yugoslavia in the 1970s, mostly through the 

sound of disco music. One of the most famous pop artists, Zdravko Colic, who in 1978 held one 

of the biggest concerts in Red Star stadium for about 60,000 people (Lukovic, 1989: 271), 

switched from pop music to a disco sound and became one of the leading voices of the genre. 

There were other disco projects such as Mirzino Jato, or Boban Petrovic and Kim Band who 

combined their sound with funk music. With the advent of New Wave in Yugoslavia in the early 

1980s with bands like Idoli, Sarlo Akrobata and Elektricni orgazam, several synth pop or electro 

pop musicians appeared in the scene. Gregor Bulc writes of this period: ‘It was obvious by the 

early 1980s that some people in Yugoslavia didn’t think electronic music was just a flash in the 

pan’ (Bulc, 2012) and names Belgrade’s band Kozmetika as the first band who started producing 

electronic music ‘in today’s sense of the word’ (ibid, 2012). Prominent bands that came from 

the Belgrade scene were: Beograd, Data, Sizike and Max & Intro. The band that captured the 

imagination of a larger Yugoslav audience was Denis & Denis from Rijeka/Croatia, whose debut 

album Cuvaj se (1984) was proclaimed the album of the year by Rock magazine, voted by both 

readers and critics (Janjatovic, 2016: 69). Videosex was the most notable band in synth pop 

genre from Ljubljana/Slovenia, whose ‘orientation towards electronic pop music based on the 

sound of two synthesizers very soon gained them fans’ (ibid, 2015: 279). Their debut album 

contained the hit song ‘Detektivska prica’ (ibid, 2015: 280). Radio DJ Svetlana Djolovic from 

Radioaparat told me in her interview that the sound remained popular throughout the 1980s, 
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but at the beginning of 1990s, this tradition was broken. Vladimir, a fan of electronic music who 

is also an English teacher and a music connoisseur, had an explanation for how this sound died 

down during this period, putting it into a more global context and the context of the dissolution 

of Yugoslavia:  

I think you need to put it into the context of the war that happened then. I was a huge 

fan of pop and the electro-pop scene then, and I had many records that were left behind 

in Croatia when I had to leave for Serbia because of the war. But it is interesting that 

1991 was very specific globally – the fall of the Berlin Wall, transfer from vinyl records to 

CDs and all this overlapped with the dissolution of Yugoslavia. Then all of a sudden 

everything changed, and this is all related to the fact that mainstream [music] became 

too generic in sound, even unbearable, and then Nirvana released Nevermind (1991), 

and then this big change happened, and everything changed overnight. What once was 

cool, was now deemed uncool, and you could see that in the case of our music, since we 

no longer had that electro-pop, or even pop music that used to be very popular, now it 

was literally gone overnight.  

Technically speaking, electronic music in general did not disappear as this was the period when 

techno music filled this void and started to become popular in Belgrade clubs, as the Vice 

documentary DJ History of Belgrade (2016) confirms. The electro-pop hiatus lasted for about 

ten years after which certain bands, such as Intruder and MistakeMistake, started to rediscover 

the sound. Since my intention was not only to cover DJs from the electronic music scene, but 

also to focus on the electro-pop sound of the 2000s in Belgrade, I interviewed Bojana 

Vunturisevic, Ida Prester (from the band Lollobrigida) and Nebojsa Markovic (from the band 

Intruder) for my project, the most notable representatives of the genre from the year 2000 

onwards.  

Intruder and Foto were the examples of this second wave of synth pop musicians that were 

popular in the beginning of 2000s, along with MistakeMistake, Speed Limit and Chic Toxiq. 

Nebojsa Markovic told me in his interview how they started in 1991 when they based most of 

their music on samples, but that the big change happened in 2002 when Ivana Smolovic (now 
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also in Americana band On Tour) joined the band as a vocalist. As they soon became a five-

piece band ‘who could perform not [just] as a live act, but as a real, almost classical band. But 

we insisted on keeping the electronic sound, and Ivana’s sensibility was going in that direction’.  

At around the same time, inspired by the electroclash sound popular worldwide in the early 

2000s, Lollobrigida was formed in Croatia. Ida Prester, the lead singer of Lollobrigida, discussed 

in her interview with me how at one point they became one of the most popular bands with the 

electro pop sound in the region, particularly after their 2008 hit single ‘Volim Te’ (‘I Love You’). 

The band became part of the Belgrade music scene in 2012 when the singer of the band moved 

to live in Belgrade where she continued working with Lollobrigida. Ida mentions she has two 

more projects - Frau Casio, which is even more electronic in sound, and Maika that mixes 

electronic music with Balkan ethno elements and is sung in English. Just days after our 

interview, Ida set out on a tour with Gogol Bordello in England and elsewhere in Europe. One of 

the latest offerings from that sound is coming from Belgrade’s Bojana Vunturisevic, a female 

artist who said in her interview that she had been in several dance-related bands before like 

Mistakemistake and Svi na pod, and then moved on to her solo career releasing a synth pop-

driven album in 2017. Although the electronic subgenre was a staple in Yugoslav’s 1980s pop 

canon, after a hiatus of almost one decade without any popular artists in the 1990s, it never 

really fully recovered its status from the Yugoslav period and just did not have any real impact 

on the Serbian market, as was confirmed by Nebojsa from the band Intruder. Nebojsa 

commented in his interview on the period when his band Intruder switched to a more electro-

pop sound in the early 2000s, and how the electronic scene that was emerging at that time was 

becoming popular, but has never reached the level of mainstream success that some electro-

pop artists like Denis & Denis and Videosex had in the 1980s. And that was the main difference 

between this new generation of electronic artists and the ones that started it all in the 1980s:  

There was more space for electronic artists, more and more people were making music 

and performing live. Mistakemistake (electronic band) was becoming ever more present 

and had hits and live shows, and we had a tour with them and Wolfgang S. (house music 

artist). Apart from the old generation of musicians, a new generation was beginning to 

take shape. Speed Limit, Just and we would often meet at various live shows. The sound 
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was becoming more popular, but it was never really a dominant trend and it could never 

be that. These were electronic pop hits, with pop choruses, and somewhere abroad they 

would probably have been recognised as such. That kind of music could have been 

mainstream. But it had never grown to some serious mainstream level. These songs 

were number one singles on local chart shows like Diskomer (Radio Studio B). At the 

same time, they never crossed that mainstream threshold.  

According to Nebojsa, for example, their third album CD Strange King Of Beautiful (2003) was 

pressed in about 1,000 units, which were all sold, but this was still less than from Darkwood 

Dub, an indie pop band, who were selling more than 5,000 units at the time. It is interesting to 

see how this genre, which was very influential at that point and was producing some popular 

artists like Goldfrapp or Ladytron, with even Kylie Minogue embracing the sound on her then 

latest albums Fever (2001) and Body Language (2003), could not reach a wider audience in 

Serbia at the time. Milan, a longtime fan of electronic music discussed this phenomenon in his 

interview reflecting on the relation between the development of Serbian society that has been 

backtracked by nationalism during the 1990s, and the fact as to why the audience was not fully 

embracing electronic music at the time:  

Judging by the music that is present in society you can see how developed that society is 

and what kind of future awaits it. Maybe I sound a bit too…[philosophical] but electronic 

music in itself professes to be modern and advanced, more than pop music or even jazz. 

It has the biggest space to expand and advance. And in our case, it reflects the state of 

society, not only electronic music, but pop music in general. Given the fact that its 

presence is very scarce… this is also related to the state of consciousness. The circle of 

people that follow this kind of music is very small compared to some other genres, and 

the state of consciousness is as it is, we are still a country that has a nationalistic right-

wing government in power. Therefore, this type of music is some sort of underground 

music.  

After a Yugo-wave of electronic music in the 1980s, the popularity of further artists never rose 

to a higher mainstream level as was the case in Yugoslavia. The only dance-oriented artists that 
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were often played on mainstream TV and radios were short-lived groups, (for example Snap 

and 2 Unlimited) from the 1990s that were recording music in the style of the Eurobeat 

characteristic for Central Europe and countries such as Germany and the Netherlands. These 

were the acts usually derided by the critics for their simplistic beats and lyrics. The 1990s also 

marked the absence of generally more pop mainstream hits and acts like K2 or later Ana Stanic, 

who were present in the scene, but never reached the popularity of the 1980s acts, even 

though their style was very up-to-date at the time. Making a hit in the 1990s in Serbia was 

easier if you were producing music in the Eurobeat or turbo-folk style rather than an electronic 

sound or even a pop sound. 

Given the fact that there are no official charts and streaming and sales data, YouTube provides 

some indication of popularity of certain songs. YouTube is a platform that most of my 

respondents said they primarily used to find out about new music. It is a service that has had a 

huge impact on the music industry and raised some of the debates whether it is killing the 

industry (due to copyright laws and low income that artists get from its streaming) or if it is a 

good platform for artists for self-promotion and presenting their new material (Forde, 2016). A 

consultancy firm, RBB Economics, published the results of their research in a report entitled The 

Value of YouTube to the music industry. The report states that YouTube has a great promotional 

effect, because it boosts music consumption on other audio streaming platforms: ‘We find that 

tracks with initial exposure on YouTube grow more on streaming platforms in subsequent 

months when compared to tracks with lower initial exposure on YouTube’ (RBB Economics, 

2017). This effectively means that YouTube is helping the music industry and the artists in both 

promotion and revenue. If we look at some figures from YouTube, we can see that Bojana 

Vunturisevic’s song ‘Kese Etikete’ (‘Bags & Labels’) from her latest album from 2017 has more 

than 2 million views. Lollobrigida’s breakthrough song ‘Volim Te’ from 2008 has around 2.5 

million views, which is very good for Serbia’s population of 7 million people, although YouTube 

has an international audience, and many of these views could also come from former Yugoslav 

republics. Asked whether her album can be mainstream in Serbia, Bojana responded:  

I’m sure that it can. People’s reaction was the biggest for ‘Kese Etikete’. But people of 

different profiles listen to my music, some listen to trap music [there are many new 
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local artists that produce trap music in Belgrade], some turbo folk, rock’n’roll, pop music 

– it is a very diverse audience. If you can play that song on an acoustic guitar, and if this 

song is sung by many people in the audience at the concert, it can be mainstream’.  

The fact that a concert by a Croatian electro-pop band Nipplepeople which I attended in 2018 

was sold out days before it took place, although it was not a big venue, serves to illustrate that 

the interest in this kind of music still exists.  

Ida who used to have sold-out concerts at the beginning of 2000s packed with a ‘proto-hipster’ 

audience, as she calls them (who may be equated with a hip audience rich in subcultural 

capital) remembered the time when Lollobrigida’s hit ‘Volim te’ (2008) achieved the desired 

effect with the public and was in step with the zeitgeist of the current electronic sound. 

According to her this was: ‘Some kind of sweet oblivion, flamboyance, disco, we named all the 

things that were the moment of that time’. However, she says that this scene is gone today. 

The only way that some people using synths can make it today is to have ‘the right song at the 

right time’ and gives the example of Nipplepeople, a Croatian synth-pop band that was very 

popular in 2017/18 with the song ‘Frka’ (‘Turmoil’) in both Croatia and Serbia. Regardless of the 

success of individual artists, Ida thought that the bands that were formed in the early 2000s 

failed in one thing:  

The biggest failure of our generation of musicians is that it did not raise a new one. 

Especially this direction where Lollobrigida was going for, there are no bands that 

continued in that direction, and I really feel sorry for that. But it is obvious that kids 

today have some totally different priorities. I think that they are generally not interested 

in many things, and music is one of them. The generational mindset has changed… and 

then I start to wonder where the hell are those kids? I can’t see them anywhere. And 

then a person posted a reply to my Facebook status with a fantastic video that has 

answered all my questions – and this was the concert of Aca Lukas (a Serbian turbo folk 

singer). And there you can see 20,000 kids. So, this is the language that they get. They 

don’t speak in electro-pop language.  
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Ida’s explanation of ‘where have all the synths gone’ today in Belgrade can be traced to the 

development of music in Serbia after the first wave of the electro-pop artists in the 1980s. This 

particularly refers to the emergence of the turbo-folk genre, a mixture of Serbian folk music 

with dance rhythm, in the 1990s that was rising together with nationalism in the country 

(Gordy, 1999). It slowly became one of the most popular genres in the country, and a new 

generation of young people was growing up listening to this kind of music rather than electro-

pop or even pop music as such. Gordan Paunovic, one of the leading DJs from the 1990s, when 

asked about the future of the electronic scene and its consumers in an interview for monthly 

magazine Prestup, published online by B92 website said:  

Modern Serbia is represented by 16–20-year-olds. These are the people born in 1989/90 

and grew up in the 1990s. They accept the cultural model of extreme national 

conservatism. They are the future, and I’m afraid that the things are going to move only 

when another generation comes that will be the answer to those kids. All of this, of 

course, has to be followed by the improvement of the economic situation. If this doesn’t 

happen, they will be replaced by even worse ones. (B92, 2008) 

Gordan’s statement underlines how the new generation of young people grew up in a different 

environment, in a war-torn Serbia and to a different soundtrack (listening predominantly to 

Turbo-folk music) than somebody who was growing up in the 1980s. Young people in the 1980s 

listened to New Wave or Pop music in general during a peaceful period in Yugoslavia, which 

was open to Western influences (see Chapter 3). Therefore, the new generation would show 

less interest in electronic musicians in Belgrade.  

When Ida from Lollobrigida started out with her band in Zagreb, Croatia, she says in her 

interview that they were first discovered by feminist and lesbian circles, and then they were 

embraced by the gay audience. Because they performed at many Gay Pride parades (like Zagreb 

Pride 2004), they were also labelled as a gay band. Ten to fifteen years later, she says, even that 

core gay audience is gone, ‘because today they listen to Jelena Karleusa (another popular 

Serbian turbo-folk singer)’. That is the reason why Ida is not so optimistic about the future of 

electro-pop in Serbia or the region: ‘In the Balkans, and especially in Serbia, the only thing that 
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survived is turbo-folk and hip hop, if we want to speak honestly’. And there is a reason for it, 

which Ida explained with the example of a radio station she was listening to:  

I like to dig and explore music, so I was listening to this one American radio station that 

plays music in different genres… so my husband played one of these playlists, and I 

heard some fantastic music, everything that I like the most, female vocals, interesting 

electronic and indie music and I asked him what playlist it was, so that I can remember. 

And he said – eh, my darling, this is why you will never succeed with your music in the 

Balkans. It’s called Rich Girl Pop. And that’s what it is – music for rich people, when all 

your other needs are met, when you have your nine-to-five job and earn a couple of 

thousand Euros a month, and then from five when you get home and don’t know what 

to do with yourself, then you start to get interested in music, films, and then you start 

exploring and you are open for some other things. Otherwise, you just worry about your 

existence, and that is what our music is like here.   

According to Ida, most of the audience has now gone on to other genres such as hip hop or a 

new subgenre which revolves around the so-called IDJ YouTube and IDJ TV channel, where 

many hip hop artists work with turbo-folk or similar-style singers, to produce songs that are a 

mélange of dance, hip hop and folk sound. The so-called trap-folk has been gaining momentum 

over the past few years in Belgrade, Serbia and the whole ex-Yugoslav region and is something 

that will be dealt with in detail in the chapter on hip hop music (see Chapter 6). It is also one of 

the most lucrative genres in Serbia, as Ida also mentions in her interview:  

Only this existential and naturalistic hip hop survived that talks about status symbols 

and I-want-it-all-and-now attitude. It’s on the level of some basic needs and turbo-folk 

singers tell the same stories. Now they are even working together, now hip hop is linked 

with turbo-folk singers and that’s where the money is.  

Although the electro-pop sound is definitely not the one that is commercial in Serbia, every 

now and again a couple of hit singles come up and maintain its presence in the minds of people 

in Belgrade, and although the scene nowadays does not produce many new artists, it is a genre 

that has managed to stay alive almost forty years after the first bands were formed in 
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Yugoslavia. The other part of the scene, the DJ scene, started to form in the early 1990s and has 

several DJs who gained international recognition like Marko Nastic and Tijana T. The next 

section of this chapter will focus on the development of the DJ scene in Belgrade.  

 

5.2 Emergence of DJ Scene in the 1990s 

Before discussing the birth of the DJ scene in Belgrade, it is worth referring to two important 

pieces of research on DJ scenes in Britain. Sarah Thornton’s Club Cultures (1995) explores the 

acid house genre, whose popularity reached its peak in the late 1980s and the beginning of the 

1990s. This book is particularly important because of the concept of ‘subcultural capital’, the 

term Thornton coined based on Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984) theory of cultural capital. In this book, 

Thornton introduces a category of subcultural capital and elaborates on different phenomena 

objectified and embodied as such: hipness, fashionable haircuts, record collections, being in the 

know, using particular slang. Whereas Bourdieu (1984) defines cultural capital as the ‘linchpin 

of a system of distinction in which cultural hierarchies correspond to social ones and people’s 

tastes are predominantly a marker of class’ (Thornton, 1995:25), the social logic of Thorton’s 

subcultural capital is as follows:  

Subcultural capital is the linchpin of an alternative hierarchy in which the axes of age, 

gender, sexuality and race are all employed in order to keep the determinations of class, 

income and occupation at bay. Interestingly, the social logic of subcultural capital 

reveals itself most clearly by what it dislikes and by what it emphatically isn’t. The vast 

majority of clubbers and ravers distinguish themselves against the mainstream. 

(Thornton, 1995:164).  

This particular term is closely associated with Belgrade’s EDM scene, and is something which 

characterized the people who go clubbing in Serbia’s capital. This now includes many 

foreigners. The clubbing experience itself is discussed in Malbon’s book Clubbing (1999), which 

goes more in-depth with the exploration of nightlife experience from waiting in the queue to 

get into a club to in-depth empirical descriptions of the club experience itself. Malbon’s book is 

also important for the use of Maffesoli’s (1996) term ‘neo-tribe’ in order to discuss the 
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communal experience of clubbers. Malbon was also critical of Maffesoli’s work for not situating 

his work more empirically, which ‘renders Maffesoli’s analysis insensitive to hardened 

discourses of stylistic convention and cultural ‘competence’ which may persist even as 

collective associations become more multiple, fluid and transitory’ (Bennett, 1999: 376).  

As many of the synth pop bands from the 1980s changed their style and adapted to more 

middle-of-the-road mainstream pop music, there was a void left in the electronic music scene 

in the early 1990s. However, this void was soon filled by the new techno sound, which was 

originally coming from Chicago, Detroit and the UK. One of the leading 1990’s DJs, Boza 

Podunavac, explained in an interview with Serbian Vice Media the status of a DJ in Belgrade in 

late 1980s when he started working, and the difference that occurred with the advent of 

techno music and the new decade (1990s):  

It was quite different then than it is now. The clubs were very uniform and they played 

the same kind of music. Especially in smaller towns, where there was only one 

discotheque or club. There were several of them in Belgrade, but still all of them were 

similar. They would play songs that everyone knew. The DJ and his selection [of music] 

didn’t mean much, just like the guy working at the bar who had a limited role. Up until 

1990 the DJ in Serbia was treated like a member of staff. When the authorship and new 

genres of music came, and when DJs started playing what they actually wanted to play, 

that’s when things changed. (Paradjanin, 2016) 

As Gordan Paunovic, one of the first DJs to emerge during the 1990s, remembers in a Vice 

documentary entitled DJ History of Belgrade, first the more popular sound of techno was 

introduced through the sound of The KLF and The Prodigy, which was coming from the UK Top 

40 and at the same time there was the culture of rave and parties in unusual places. Radio 

station B92 played a big role in this, as they were playing a lot of electronic music on their radio 

station, and also had a specialized dance chart. Therefore, it is no wonder that some of the first 

prominent DJs came from that very same radio station, like the already noted Gordan Paunovic, 

Vlada Janjic and Boza Podunavac. Around the same time the first techno projects started to 

appear like Elektra, Happy People and later Teenage Techno Punks.  
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To put everything in a more local perspective, this whole new scene was being created at the 

time of the Yugoslav wars in Croatia (1991-1995) and Bosnia (1992-1995). Things really started 

to develop in 1993 with the opening of first specialized dance and techno clubs like Soul Food 

and Jam (in Dom Omladine – Belgrade Youth Centre) at the time of the biggest ever inflation in 

Serbia, and the time of international sanctions. DJ Gordan Paunovic in an interview with the 

Belgrade monthly magazine Prestup, published on B92 website, said about the year 1993:   

That was a very important year, because this was the pinnacle of some sort of madness 

and decadence in society. You had the war in Bosnia, and here you needed 20 German 

marks to buy even a single thing (due to inflation), and the supermarkets had only 

mustard and pickles in a jar, and let’s say shoe polish. You buy the petrol in the streets 

on the black market, you live from day to day, and basically nothing functions. However, 

at 11 o’clock in the evening, a rampage starts in the city, like you are in some other 

place, and I’ve seen that kind of thing only in Lisbon in 1996 (B92, 2008).  

As DJ Boza Podunavac put it bluntly in his interview with Vice: ‘Our main motto was: “We hate 

Milosevic and we love techno”’ (Paradjanin, 2016), and this sentiment could be used as the 

defining moment of the whole DJ scene. All this energy was in a way institutionalized in 1994 

when Klub Industrija was opened, which specialized in techno music. DJ Vlada Janjic adds: 

‘Industrija had a revolutionary role because it gathered in one place more or less everything 

that was going on with electronic music and techno and relatively quickly generated a big 

interest with the audience’ (B92, 2008). Journalist Thomas Gorton wrote the following in his 

article entitled Klub Industrija in the 90s – Belgrade’s beating heart (2014): ‘The nightclub was a 

haven for escapism and unity in the city during a decade in which war and propaganda ravaged 

Serbia’. It was even open during the NATO bombing campaign in 1999, where people would 

meet in the daytime and just hang out before the air raid sirens were heard in the evening. This 

was a period when the conventional night-time economy of electronic dance music was 

interrupted in Serbia for at least a three-month period, and when many clubs had to change 

their operating hours, which gave the scene a locally distinctive character. Industrija shut down 

the same year that Milosevic was ousted from power, and Gorton could not ignore the 

symmetry of the closing with the events in Serbia and posed a question: ‘Did the club’s spirit 



132 
 

realise that the job was done?’, which implies that people related to Industrija were also 

fighting against Milosevic’s regime and that electronic music and techno played a role in a fight 

for democracy.  

Dancing and clubbing also had another role to play in a country under sanctions, with a rather 

grim reality. Tijana T, a DJ from Belgrade with the most successful career of all the female DJs 

from Belgrade, said in an interview for the Resident Advisor website that ‘going to raves was the 

only way to maintain sanity. During my teenagehood, reality collapsed. There was war, 

sanctions, extreme poverty, hunger, electricity cuts and finally bombings… In the midst of all 

that, young people wanted to keep a visage of the same lifestyle they had before the war broke 

out. Partying was our way to create a parallel culture: we were living in the night, hiding from 

the grim daily life’ (Szatan, 2019). Bogomir Doringer, a Serbian artist based in the Netherlands 

explores this connection of dancing and social and political changes, viewing dancing as a 

mirror to these changes in his ongoing PhD project ‘I Dance Alone’. This ‘dance of urgency’ as 

he calls it is something that comes ‘in times of personal and collective crisis’ and by looking at 

the dancefloor ‘we can predict certain political and social changes’ (Dance of Urgency: Bogomir 

Doringer, YouTube). This kind of socially-charged dancing was also particularly evident in the 

period of Nato’s bombing campaign of Serbia in 1999.  

Industrija played a key role as a meeting point of like-minded people during the 78 days of the 

bombing campaign, the people who simply wanted to have the impression that normal life had 

not stopped and would gather in the club during daytime. The club adjusted its working hours 

because the planes were not flying above Belgrade during the day. In an article for political 

magazine Vreme from the same year, Dragan Ambrozic wrote about the new stars of Industrija 

– Teenage Techno Punks and the atmosphere in the club in the bombing period, saying how 

‘the hardest thing is to convey that spirit of togetherness and why people come here’ 

(Ambrozic, 1999). Bege Fank who wrote an article on the club, stated that ‘the period of 

bombing was, I claim, the pinnacle of importance of Industrija, but also Serbian clubbing so far’ 

(Bege Fank, 2016). In the conclusion to the article, named after a piece of graffiti entitled 

‘Ecstasy against tomahawk’ that was painted on the front of the club one day, he quoted the 

guy who was daily announcing the air raid sirens saying ‘all the vital functions of the city are 
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alright’. This also meant that the vital functions of Belgrade’s clubbing were alright and ‘that 

was the only truth of Industrija in 1999 and during all seven years of its existence, and it is the 

truth today, fifteen years after the club that has shown us the power of partying has been 

closed’ (Bege Fank, 2016). Although the club is now part of the history of the EDM scene, DJ life 

continued to develop in other clubs in Belgrade and the new period in which references to 

Belgrade as the New Berlin started to be seen, was about to begin. The next section of the 

chapter will elaborate on the changes in the DJ scene that happened in the new millennium.   

 

5.3  Changes in the DJ Scene  

Twenty-odd years after the alternative electronic music scene was formed in Belgrade, many 

things have changed. As was explained in the previous chapter, the nightlife and consumption 

of music in clubs has grown in size and reputation over the years, and this owes a lot to the 

changes in the night-time economy (Hollands, 2002) and the development of technology, such 

as DJ software. Hollands says that although some forms of alternative spaces and ‘hybrid’ forms 

of identity and consumption are still there, of which the British dance music scene is a good 

example, these are now ‘overshadowed by the dominance of a ‘mainstream’ form of nightlife 

provision’ (2002: 1). Most of my respondents who are DJing today in clubs in Belgrade state 

how things have gone in a different direction ever since the big sponsors came in, and when 

many clubs started catering a more mainstream sound to the audience. DJ Marko Nastic, who is 

the most famous male DJ in Belgrade, and who had a big retrospective event in 2018 

celebrating 20 years in the business, thinks that ‘today everything is very commercialized and 

has attracted some other audience that we were running from at the time, the [turbo] folk 

audience. Also, now it’s a big business, and if you have more political and family connections, 

you can get sponsors here’. He is being nostalgic about the 1990s, with the still fledgling 

electronic scene in Belgrade, which was ‘pretty innocent, nice and at the same time very poor, 

because there was not much money involved. That was actually the beauty of it, because 

everything was so casual. A couple of clubs, Farma – the first gay club in Belgrade, Omen, Sara, 

Industrija, Magna House. There were various events like Enlightenment, but it wasn’t like 
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today’. As he underlines the core of DJs at that time were enthusiasts playing in a more 

intimate atmosphere. Dusan Kalicanin, the man who hosted a popular techno TV show in 

Belgrade in the 1990s confirms this story in the Vice documentary DJ History of Belgrade, where 

he says that at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of 1990s DJs were alternative people, 

artists who did not make a living by DJing. Over the course of twenty years, many things have 

changed for the DJs themselves, as they started to be viewed as rock stars by the audience, 

who make their money on the road and have no production costs (O’Malley Greenburg, 2012). 

Marko believes that it is mostly connected to their monetary situation:  

It wasn’t all like this before. Many people looked at a DJ as a failure. And now twenty 

years later you have a department (at a private university in Belgrade), where you can 

study to become a DJ. This is the difference in how people view all of this, and I 

personally think it’s connected with money. The same case was with my family – the 

moment I started earning money from DJing, they told me ‘Wow, this is great’. And up 

until then they thought I was good for nothing and that I didn’t know what I was doing.  

However, it is worth noting a couple of things that characterize the DJ scene from electro-pop 

musicians, but also from a large number of musicians belonging to the indie-pop scene. First of 

all, most of them who started dealing with electronic music in the 1990s already had to be in a 

better financial situation to begin with, because they had to invest a lot in the equipment. Bole, 

the main person behind independent label Ammonite, who signed many electronic bands to his 

label like Intruder or Foto thinks that this was a pre-requisite for most of electronic artists:  

People who were dealing with electronic music were from the upper middle class, 

people who really cared about the sound. They were much more demanding when it 

came to the equipment that they were using to make music… And they were more 

demanding in the studio, which all has its logical explanation.  

He believes that rock bands can aim for a more garage sound in their music and in that way can 

overcome the lack of more expensive equipment which the electronic artists could not afford. 

Wolfgang S. who produced house music in the 1990s remembers this period as the ‘parasite 

production’ because he had to depend on his parents for funding his music making at the time, 
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because just investing in equipment took a lot of time and money. However, these things 

started to change with the invention of new software that replaced the existing equipment, and 

he talked about the exact point when things started to change:  

An important thing happened technology-wise, because the PC finally had an extremely 

affordable soundcard Sound Blaster in 1998. Then we could work on a more serious 

production. I sold all of my equipment and switched to this new technology, which was 

affordable and I could make music for a little amount of money. And in 2000 you already 

had many new things in technology. But this was a very important moment from a 

technological point of view. Like when the sampler was invented.  

For obvious reasons this technological advancement was something that created more 

opportunities for new electronic artists to emerge, but even though there was a wave of new 

electronic artists in the first part of 2000s, such as Just, Speed Limit or Mistakemistake, the 

number of new electronic bands was not important. Nevertheless, it did affect the creation of 

many new DJs and with the already burgeoning club scene in the city many of them started to 

work as DJs in Belgrade nightclubs. Moma, who works with his brother Mimi at Radioaparat 

radio station says that the reason why DJs are in such high demand is because the club owners 

and DJs are all happy with that situation: ‘It is cheaper for a club owner to pay a DJ than a band, 

and on the other hand you as a DJ do not share your profits with anyone else. So that’s why it’s 

a win-win situation’. 

The effect of that, however, was not all positive. MKDSL is one of electronic artists who in the 

first part of his career also used to work as a professional DJ, but around 2005 stopped doing 

that. There were many reasons for that but the biggest one was the influx of many new DJs, 

who were not as experienced and were willing to work for a much lower paycheck to what DJs 

were regularly paid at the time. Here he explains how the technological improvement changed 

the rules of the game in Belgrade:  

The development of technology affected DJing a lot, now it’s not necessary to invest six 

months of your life to mix record A with record B. I had to practice doing this a lot 

earlier. And then I had to look for records, and to find which record you can use in the 
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mix. And now you have the technology that allows you to mix without any mistakes, 

music is readily accessible, and kids can make their own DJ set for 100 Euros, a really low 

chip-in for dealing with DJ discipline. And this accessibility of music also means that you 

don’t have to make too much effort. Whoever wants to do it can do it, and can do it 

well.  

So, if anyone can do it, what separates these DJs who have been in the business for ten or 

twenty years and who are synonymous with the Belgrade electronic music scene compared to a 

younger generation of more amateur DJs who are willing to work for 30 Euros a night? For 

instance, one of the characteristics of old-school DJs is that people like Marko Nastic play their 

music exclusively from vinyls and CDs even today. He believes that this is the only right way for 

a DJ to do it. This also means that he would have in his collection many things that cannot be 

found on YouTube or Spotify, which he often uses in his sets:  

Of course, since I have a huge collection of vinyls I pull out some old record that the new 

generation doesn’t know of. And then they try to Shazam it but they don’t get a match 

on Shazam. So, there are a lot of hidden tricks that I use, and this is very important for 

this kind of line of work if this is your primary profession.  

Apart from that, for him and several other professional DJs, this is a full-time job, which differs 

from many musicians in the electro-pop and indie-pop scenes that I talked to. This basically 

means that apart from buying vinyls, he gets around 2-5 GB of music every day – promo music 

and the music sent to him by his friends - the producers and on top of that buys digital music in 

many places online. Therefore, he spends around 6-8 hours every day just listening to music, 

sorting it out and choosing what to use in his sets: ‘It’s like a regular job’, he says. Wolfgang S., 

who used who used to go clubbing a lot in the 1990s and early 2000s and still goes to clubs 

occasionally, says that the point of a DJ has not changed for him – he goes to a club to listen to 

music he hasn’t heard before and that makes him dance. The point is that the DJ should dig out 

some stuff he never had a chance to hear: ‘That’s that point of DJing… I still go out to clubs and 

listen to those disc jockeys that regularly look for new music and bring new stuff. And then I 
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come up to them to find out what they are playing’. With the influx of many mainstream clubs 

in Belgrade, it is not easy to find many of these kinds of DJs nowadays.  

Another very important characteristic of these DJs with the old-school approach is having their 

own catalogue of music. Marko Nastic, who is currently collaborating with Ana Curcin 

(Amerikana singer mentioned Chapter 4 on Indie Pop scene) on a new album says that making 

your own music is no longer a rule for new DJs. This phenomenon is really interesting to 

compare with some world-known DJs, such as David Guetta, Calvin Harris or Martin Garrix, who 

have all topped the charts in many countries with their own songs and this is what they are 

primarily famous for. In case of Belgrade DJs, people who do not follow electronic music closely 

usually know only the names of the DJs and like to listen to their sets because of the good ‘ride’ 

that they provide. However, their releases are usually reserved for electronic aficionados who 

like collecting vinyls, as they are mostly released through some independent labels in limited 

quantities and are not really radio-friendly.  

Aleksa, who is a long-time fan of electronic music believes that the reason why DJs rarely 

produce their own material is the economic side of this:  

There are those that write their own songs, but because they don’t really make any 

money out of it… They can make more money by DJing with less energy and time, the 

expenses are less than with some live performance, and the demand is very big since we 

have many clubs, whereas for your own stuff you need to have a steady fan base and to 

have a band which costs more and I don’t think that’s lucrative in our country.  

The main reason why this kind of electronic music is not mainstream is lack of the DJ’s own 

catalogue of songs, and reluctance of those who write songs to make something less 

experimental and more radio-friendly. This, however, does not affect popularity of DJs in the 

clubbing scene at all. Regardless of whether we talk about more experimental songs or more 

radio-friendly songs by electro-pop artists, there is another question about the music itself that 

will be the focus of the next section of this chapter. Since both DJ and fan respondents from my 

research overwhelmingly agree that the Serbian EDM music is hugely influenced by the popular 

Western electronic dance music, we discussed how original or authentic the songs are that 
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were created in this genre in Belgrade. Because electronic dance music does not originate from 

Serbia, it was important to ask this question, to see whether there is something specific in the 

sound that stands out from the rest of the electronic artists, or if it is the nightlife experience in 

Belgrade, where electronic music is the main genre, is what makes this scene stand out.  

5.4 Looking for the Perfect Beat 

Wolfgang S., who was the most famous house music producer in Belgrade during the 1990s, 

agreed that the scene and his music were under a huge influence, especially in his case from 

house classics: ‘This is how it all began. We accepted this whole thing from outside. The 

production from trance to house was all under the influence of the West. We didn’t make up 

anything new there’. These influences are also evident in some of the older synth-pop acts from 

the 1980s, in artists like Denis & Denis, Videosex, Max & Intro or Beograd. As Bojana says:  

This pop framework within which we are working is not ours, ours is ethno pop, things 

like Bilja Krstic or Balkanika, this is our traditional stuff… everybody asks me why don’t 

you sing in English, you would bring the house down! And I’m thinking, where would I 

bring the house down? They have tons of those like myself. But if I were to mix it with 

something local that comes from this area, like Goran Bregovic does… that’s why 

Bregovic made it abroad.  

The local ethno pop sound is used to describe something authentic coming from this region, 

and although I would argue that all the synth-pop artists I talked to here like Ida Prester, 

Nebojsa Intruder and Bojana have something different from the usual offer of EDM bands 

worldwide, authentic is not the word used by them to describe this kind of music in Belgrade, 

because it does not contain elements of local folk music. Antonije, another fan of electronic 

music, also thinks that there are some signature sounds especially in the DJ scene:  

Yes, definitely that whole influence on music here came from abroad and shaped this 

scene. But at the same time the sound has formed in its own way here as well, it’s hard 

to say how exactly. The samples that you can hear in that music, the sound of locality, 

each of the producers has their own need to leave their personal signature on it, 
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therefore the development of that scene has spawned its own specific sound, which is 

closely following the global sound.  

However, if there are any specificities about the sound, this is not something that has made any 

impact abroad and was probably not something of interest to the Western audiences. None of 

the electronic bands from Serbia ever had any success abroad, and I talked to Nebojsa (from 

the band Intruder) about who had any kind of success in reaching a more global market:  

The biggest success that I know of, apart from Marko Nastic and Tijana T who 

successfully work as DJs abroad, was Gramophondzie with the single ‘Why Don’t You?’ 

that Virgin records released. They went to number 12 in the UK Top 40, which is the 

biggest success of any of our performers. Zdravko Colic (very popular in the disco era as 

well as nowadays) released some songs in English. He could tell you if that had any 

impact on his career… Some journalists write about Suba (from Rex Illusivii band) who 

has revolutionized modern Brazilian music. And that’s about it.  

Although none of Belgrade’s electronic acts broke into the mainstream abroad, thanks to new 

technology and the Internet, fans of the electronic sound are exploring Serbian and Yugoslav 

electronic acts. The acts from the 1980s have become the focus of their interest. This 

particularly refers to record collectors and DJs around the world among whom Yugoslav 

electronic dance music has become highly appreciated. Because of that some of the highly 

collectible items demand very high prices today, where one would have to pay around 150 

Euros for Max & Intro’s 7’’ single Ostavi sve (Leave everything), or Sizike’s original debut album. 

Probably because of this demand an independent label called Discom, which specializes in 

electronic music from Yugoslavia and Serbia, has recently been established. Apart from re-

releasing some of the classic electronic hits from 1980’s Yugoslavia, they also release new 

albums with unreleased material from some of the established names in the genre working 

closely with musicians on compiling the material or in the case of Max&Intro, whose singer died 

15 years ago, with the closest members of his family. As their website states, their goal is to 

‘give some quality unreleased or hard to find Yugoslav music a second chance and present it to 
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the international public’. In this way new wave of electronic fans can get hold of the original 

material on vinyl and get to know more about the origins of Serbian electronic music.  

One of my respondents, Ida from synth-pop band Lollobrigida, thinks the situation with music in 

Belgrade is actually worse than in the 1980s, elaborating how in the 1980s when people from 

Yugoslavia were officially under greater repression (i.e. the Communist regime) they were 

totally up-to-date with the global world of music. As was discussed in the historical overview 

(see Chapter 3), although a communist country, Yugoslavia was open to Western influences and 

followed the genres of music that were current in the West at the time:  

One would use common sense and think we now have the Internet, and that everything 

has opened up. Couldn’t be further from the truth. In both a political and sociological 

sense people are more closed now than in the 1980s. In the 1980s in the era of total 

repression and isolation we were totally up-to-date with the music world. This goes for 

punk, new wave, pop – we had Denis & Denis, Videosex, and of course Idoli. It was like 

London. Today we are lagging behind around twenty years, we haven’t reached the 

Denis & Denis mindset yet. And electro-pop just can’t seem to flourish here.  

And this trend has been going on since the 1990s and refers to pop music in general, which has 

had much less impact on the music industry in Belgrade, and is having a much tougher time 

reaching a wider audience. The following section of this chapter focuses on the position of 

female DJs and queer audiences in the Belgrade EDM scene.  

5.5 Gender and LGBT Issues in the EDM Scene  

When analysing the data, two themes were evident; that the Belgrade synth-pop scene is 

perceived as feminine and the DJ scene as masculine. Some of these issues, such as the female 

exclusion from music-making, were already discussed in other regions as well, and the work by 

Rosa Reitsamer (2011) extends earlier discussions on the topic by Sara Cohen (1991) and Mavis 

Bayton (1998), who explored women instrumentalists finding them to be underrepresented in 

rock music scenes, just as Reitseimer believes that women are underrepresented in electronic 

music scenes. However, I would argue that this distinction of the Belgrade electronic scene is 
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something that also stems from the fact that the DJ scene was created in times of war where 

‘these seriously disturbed social conditions then produced the flourishing of militant youth 

subcultures, much different from their 1980s predecessors’ (Kronja, 2004: 106). These ‘militant 

youth subcultures’ that refer to Turbo-folk and Dizel subculture praised masculine/warrior 

traits, whereas the synth-pop sound was most popular in the 1980s and was evidently missing 

in the 1990s period, only to reappear after the year 2000. To use the words of one of my 

respondents, Ida, this is also a ‘macho region’, which adds to the equation.   

In her study on the London EDM scene, particularly the dubstep and grime scene, Stirling (2016) 

looks at the gendered publics of these genres and tries to find out why this is almost entirely a 

male-dominated area. She contests ‘the romanticisation of dance floors as normatively 

feminine or women-friendly spaces’ (2016: 132), but also says that although some of the 

stereotypes that women prefer vocal music which is more melodic and that men would be 

drawn to the bass-laden sound of these two subgenres may be true, that these kinds of 

‘affective orientations are historically, socially and somatically ‘learned’ in specific cultural 

milieux’ and thus are not natural (DeNora, 2000). Now, this is an interesting point in view of the 

electropop genre in Belgrade. Ida, who is the singer of the most popular electropop group in 

Belgrade, originally coming from Croatia, but now living and working in Belgrade, had this to say 

about gender and EDM scene:  

Generally, this music in the Balkans is considered to be female music. Here guys don’t 

listen to pop music, and our audience mainly consists of gays and women. Here the men 

are full of testosterone, they don’t listen to soft music. I think that generally men here 

don’t really explore their feminine side. In Slovenia the audience was fifty-fifty, 50 

percent of men, 50 percent of women. But from Croatia onwards exclusively women. 

What can you do when this is a macho region?  

And if we take into account the previous statement that such things are ‘learned’ within the 

context of specific local social conditions and consider the fact that electropop music is of no 

special interest to men in the region, we could say that electropop music is mostly perceived as 

female and/or feminine, and, in that way, it does not have an impact in a male-dominated and 
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relatively patriarchal society like Serbia. All this could, however, be different today if we 

consider the impact of dance tourism in Belgrade. However, as dance tourism refers to EDM 

fans from other countries, this does not suggest a shift in the attitude of local male music fans 

to EDM. What is also interesting about electropop music is that in case of Belgrade’s scene, 

almost all of them, if not all of them have exclusively female vocalists. I interviewed Ida from 

Lollobrigida, and also Bojana Vunturisevic, who is probably the most notable female soloist, 

with a successful debut album Daljine in 2017. Intruder, who were one of the most popular 

electropop bands from the beginning of 2000s also have a female vocalist (Iva, who I also 

interviewed and who is now the lead vocal of Americana band On Tour), as well as some other 

vocal electronic bands like Zemlja gruva, Svi na pod or Mistakemistake.  

Once we turn to the DJ scene, the situation is a quite different. There is a huge gap in numbers 

between male and female DJs, where female DJs are few and far between. Also, the treatment 

of them is different to the Belgrade DJ scene. One of the rare internationally successful DJs 

from Belgrade Tijana T refers to this issue in an interview to Resident Advisor website saying 

that ‘negativity came in very early. The story is long but it boils down to jealous, bitter and 

inflammatory groups of guys in Belgrade… [out of] fear that the few girl DJs and TV presenters 

in town would be stealing their piece of cake. They were pushing a story that I was ‘‘tearing my 

knees’’ for records and shows’ (Szatan, 2019). And this is just one aspect of the problems that 

female DJs come across in the scene.  

The reasons for the reduced number of female DJs could be many. Freida Abtan (2016) and 

Rosa Reitsamer (2001) who did studies on women in electronic music offers some explanations 

for it. Reitsamer believes that women are often excluded from social practices and informal 

scene networks, and Abtan agrees that there is a social component in both the learning the 

production of electronic music and its performance and marketing. She explains: ‘The necessary 

skills are passed around closed communities and friendship networks, which are often 

predominantly male; as a result, solo female artists have more difficulty acquiring them. The 

problem is compounded by social structures’ (2016:55). What Abtan is saying is that women are 

often excluded from the networks that allow for the acquisition of technical skills necessary for 

effective DJ work.  
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The relationship between gay people and electronic music has been one of mutual love since 

the days of New York’s Studio 54 and the disco era. It was documented in many places, and 

several studies talk about this phenomenon (Gill, 1995; Dyer, 1995; Currid, 1995). As Jodie 

Taylor shares in her study of the Brisbane queer music scene, ‘dance music and dance spaces 

are vital sites upon which the construction of gay/queer identities and communities happen’ 

(Taylor, 2008: 6). In her research Taylor relied on Buckland’s ethnography (2002) about New 

York’s gay scene. This style of music, which is largely popular among gay audiences and includes 

a combination of house and disco music with mainly female vocals, was also given the 

derogatory name of ‘handbag’ house music. The term, discussed by Thorton in Club Cultures 

(1995), is said to have originated in Northern England and describes the phenomenon of 

women coming to clubs, putting their handbags down on the ground and dancing around them 

suggesting that they were not taking the music too seriously (and also making sure their 

handbags did not get stolen). Although this is a stereotypical view of the music which an 

average gay person consumes, Taylor writes that although dance music with its variations is the 

core of the mainstream gay Brisbane queer scene, gay people in Brisbane are not really 

connected just to one music scene, namely electronic music scene, and that the ‘the lack of 

genre specific or codified musical tastes and performances within the queer scene correlates 

with queer’s disidentificatory position’ (2008:12). A similar thing can be said about Belgrade 

music scene, where although electronic music is popular in gay clubs, younger gay people are 

commonly associated with other music scenes like turbo-folk.  

 
I discussed the relationship between electronic music and gay people with two of my 

respondents, Vladimir and Milan, who are openly gay, but also the relationship of gay people in 

Belgrade with other music scenes, especially turbo folk. Both agree that electronic music had 

some sort of empowering element in their lives. Milan believes that most of the gay clubs 

abroad play electronic or disco music and that Belgrade also had some clubs in the past like 

Industrija, or today like Dragstor, which he calls a gay Mecca when it comes to quality music 

and as a gay-friendly place. He remembered how he would always feel at home with electronic 

music, rather than with some commercial pop or guitar-laden sound:  
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There was a club Hi-Fi where I used to go out, and whenever Videosex’s song Sivi Dan 

(Grey Day) would play, the girls would scream, the gays would scream, we would all 

scream. I never went wild for some pop hit, it was always electronic music.  

Vladimir believes that the Pet Shop Boys played the biggest role in his life, especially when he 

started paying attention to the lyrics:  

They wrote their lyrics very cleverly so that they could be interpreted in many ways, but 

it was obviously mostly written from the gay perspective…so it is very important to have 

somebody to look up to. They really sang about everything, but only because it 

happened to them. And every gay man can recognise themselves in those lyrics.  

However, they believe that today’s gay youth is leaning more towards turbo folk music, which 

might have some electronic elements in it, but is basically another genre. Vladimir says: ‘I think 

that the gay scene here is unfortunately linked to some other scenes, like Karleusa (a turbo-folk 

star), with some very low-quality entertainment. Indie pop and hip hop were never popular 

with gay people, and electronic to some extent’. The biggest problem with electronic music, but 

also music in general in Belgrade, is that there are no artists that speak directly to the gay 

population. As I have mentioned before, there are not many openly gay artists in general, but 

even those that are not gay do not really include this subject in their songs. This could be due to 

multiple reasons, but the first that comes to mind is the ‘Discretion is still advised’ commentary 

on Culture Trip’s website referring to what it is like being gay in Serbia (Bills, 2018). Although 

there have been improvements in the status of gay people in Serbia, now with two annual Gay 

Pride Parades and the first lesbian PM Ana Brnabic in power, same-sex partnerships or 

marriages are still not recognised. Representatives of the Equal Rights Association (ERA) believe 

that the discrimination is still deeply rooted in society, and some of their stats show that as 

many as 38 % of Serbian citizens still believe that homosexuality is a disease (Maricic, 2018). 

Although the situation is better in Belgrade compared to smaller towns in Serbia, and that no 

gay person would have problems with ordinary people in Belgrade, the Culture Trip 

correspondent adds: ‘Serbia retains an angry generation of nationalists who aren’t shy about 

making their feelings clear’ (Bills, 2018), which is another legacy from the 1990’s period.  
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Surprisingly, the 1980’s electronic and indie bands had some gay-themed songs at a time when 

this was a much bigger taboo in society. Vladimir had some thoughts on this matter:  

It is interesting to see how in the 1980s everybody was kind of flirting with this subject, 

because it was trendy like Oliver Mandic, Pedja D’Boy, and then we entered this horrible 

patriarchal period in the 1990s, and it seems like all of that was destroyed, as if it had 

never happened. I really hated of all this. In the 1980s straight men used to wear 

makeup, and then this whole nationalistic thing started.  

This could be one of the explanations why in times when many people can come out as gay in 

Serbia and when there are gay pride parades held every year, there is no real voice among 

electronic musicians that address the gay audience, and probably one of the reasons why today 

this genre commonly associated with gay people in the West is not the most popular one in the 

gay community in Serbia. The next section of this chapter takes a closer look at Belgrade’s 

nightlife and how clubs in the Savamala and Dorcol neighbourhoods compare to the ones in 

Kreuzberg and Mitte in Berlin.  

 

 

5.6 Becoming the new Berlin? 

This section is dedicated to Belgrade’s nightlife and how over the period of approximately the 

last ten years, it became of interest to foreign media and tourists alike, giving rise to the city 

being referred to in Vogue as the new Berlin (Holland, 2017). In the course of several years, the 

BBC (Vukovic, 2017) and The Guardian reported on Belgrade’s nightlife (Coldwell, 2015), and 

the Lonely Planet named Belgrade the world’s ultimate party city (Lonely Planet, 2011). British-

based website Slotsia has done a study on global party cities, analysing 36 cities across eight 

different categories, including the number of bars and clubs, safety of the city, crime index and 

average prices for accommodation, drinks, meals and taxis. Based on joint scores from all these 

categories, Slotsia ranked Belgrade the number one global party city (Telegraf, 2019).  
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Although there is no specific date when the comparisons between Belgrade and Berlin started 

being made, there were two major historical events that for Serbia could equal the fall of the 

Berlin Wall - the democratic changes from the year 2000, and regaining its independence in 

2007, following the collapse of the loose union with Montenegro. Around the same time as the 

country’s independence, things started to happen in Belgrade’s world of music. If we talk about 

the music industry in general, the coincidence was that Serbia won Eurovision the same year it 

became independent. This at least made it possible for an average viewer to remember the 

original/new name of the country and its capital Belgrade which hosted the contest the 

following year. In the indie pop genre, the so-called New Serbia Scene was formed in 2007, and 

at the same time the first big clubbing hub was created, the first of the three to appear over the 

next ten years in the city. These hubs are places with 10 to 20 nightclubs lined up one next to 

the other in very central Belgrade locations. The first one appeared around 2008-2009 in the 

Savamala district. In an article for The Guardian, journalist Will Coldwell (2015) wrote about the 

Savamala hub saying that ‘creativity is blossoming in Belgrade where a riverside cultural hub 

has sprung up in the derelict mansions and warehouses, led by free thinkers looking to the 

city’s future’ (Coldwell, 2015).  

A similar hub was created in 2015 in another location in Cetinjska street. After BIP Brewery, 

located in the same place declared bankruptcy in September 2015, Belgrade alternative artists 

took over the place where the brewery was located and created a hub for alternative 

entertainment. The Belgrade at Night website states that tourists call it ‘Small Berlin’ (Belgrade 

at Night, 2018) and the Spotted by Locals website says that a Google search of this location will 

show you results like ‘Serbian Kreuzberg’ (Ivanis, 2020). A new up-and-coming hub is slowly 

forming in a third location in Lower Dorcol (Dorcol is a centrally located borough of Belgrade) or 

Dorcolmala (which I found out about on my return to Belgrade after a one-year absence in 

Australia in 2016/2017 during the first year of my PhD studies). All three of these hubs are 

listed in “The Hipster Guide To Belgrade” on the Still In Belgrade website (Kostica, 2019) as 

something that gives Belgrade its subcultural flavour, which was the initial reason why Belgrade 

nightlife started making headlines in the foreign media and was being compared to Berlin. 

These hubs are ideal places for people who are searching to enrich their subcultural capital. The 
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hip nature of the clubs is something that attracts people with subcultural knowledge who are 

thirsty for more experiences that will further develop it. 

Meanwhile, in 2008, the Berlin Senate launched a campaign entitled ‘Be Berlin’. At the launch 

of this campaign, Berlin mayor Klaus Wowereit said:  

With the branding campaign, the Berlin Senate wants to project Berlin’s image outside 

the city, so that more people come visit us, more companies create new jobs here, and 

the scientific, cultural and social richness of the city becomes easier to experience 

(Deutsche Welle, 2008).  

This got everyone thinking about what ‘being Berlin’ actually means, and the same article 

‘Berlin Launches Image Campaign with New Slogan’ from the Deutsche Welle website, names 

different humorous solutions to the mystery of this slogan. For example, that it could have 

easily been ‘Be Stranded’ because the city’s public transport workers were currently on strike, 

‘Be Sarcastic’ as the Berliners were not really enthusiastic about the campaign, or ‘Bi Berlin’, 

given the city’s tolerant views. However, Geoff Stahl (2014), in his book Poor but Sexy: 

Reflections on Berlin Scenes, thinks that there is more to this catchphrase than meets the eye. 

Stahl draws on Janet Ward’s book Post-Wall Berlin – Border Space and Identity (2011), where 

she claims that Berlin has never fully realised its potential to be the ‘world city’, and on early 

20th century art historian Karl Scheffler (1910) who said that Berlin is a city which was always 

becoming and never really being. Thus, he believes that the campaign’s ‘exhortation is an 

attempt to eschew this near-century long agony of status-anxiety, to have the city and its 

citizens resolutely, and finally, ‘’be’’ (Stahl, 2014: 9). Over the past thirty years, Berlin has been 

through many changes since the fall of the Berlin Wall and has become a synonym for a creative 

city, a European clubbing centre, and, thus, a magnet for artists and clubbers alike. Due to its 

troubled past and having been a divided city for four decades during the twentieth century, 

Stahl sees some of the reasons why Berlin did not become a Weltstadt (Ward, 2011) after 

reunification due to high its unemployment rate, loss of industrial-based economy and constant 

migrations. He underlines that the ‘invocation and invitation to be Berlin remains haunted by 

potential, rather than realisation, still encumbered by becoming and not yet being’ (Stahl, 2014: 
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9). If we relate this matter to developmental psychological processes, and processes of forming 

one’s identity, we can view Berlin as an adolescent going through the process of finding its own 

identity. David Buckingham (2008) underlines that the distinction between ‘being’ and 

‘becoming’ is a major theme in the sociology of childhood and further explains:  

The healthy, mature individual is one who has attained a stable, integrated identity. 

Continuing ‘confusion’ about one’s identity is a mark of incomplete development, and 

may result in deviant or antisocial behavior. From this perspective, adolescence is seen 

primarily as a state of transition, a matter of “becoming” rather than “being.” 

(Buckingham, 2008: 3).  

If we take this quote literally and apply it to Belgrade, which is actually in the state of transition 

from post-socialist to capitalist society (similar to what happened to East Berlin after the 

reunification), we can say that the city is now in its adolescent phase, searching for its identity. 

The city is becoming many things at the moment in its process of maturing – becoming a part of 

the European Union, but not really a part of it yet since the negotiations for the accession are 

still ongoing, becoming a hyped place for clubbers and music lovers who want a more 

‘authentic’ experience, according to some media just like Berlin, but perhaps maybe not Berlin 

yet. Therefore, ‘becoming’ from the title ‘Becoming Berlin’ is something that both of these 

cities have in common, along with their socialist past, run down and neglected areas of the city 

that were turned into nightlife hotspots, and the process of transition in the past few decades. 

As Stahl says in his Poor but Sexy book on Berlin: ‘’Becoming’ Berlin remains only that: a city 

always imagined, promised, yet forever unrealised’ (Stahl, 2014: 8).  

Nevertheless, just as the interest in nightlife in Belgrade did not happen overnight and was not 

merely a result of these new hubs, Berlin also did not earn the qualification of being a mecca 

for young and creative people only due to the popularity of its clubs in the new millennium. As 

discussed by Christine Feldman-Barrett (2019), this has deep roots in the development of youth 

cultures throughout the last century, starting with the Weimar period in the 1920s and then 

restarting in the post-war period after the fall of Nazism, especially with the creation of 

communes and the use of squats. The development of local punk and new wave scenes in the 
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1970s and the 1980s only enhanced the alternative spirit of the city, with stars like David 

Bowie, Iggy Pop and Nick Cave giving their own stamp of approval to the city when they came 

to live there and record some of their albums, such as Bowie’s so-called ‘Berlin trilogy’ – Low 

(1977), Heroes (1977) and Lodger (1979). Therefore, the famous techno or electronic dance 

music scene that evolved from all of that, which was heralded by Berlin’s Love Parade, which 

started in 1989 and lasted annually until 2003, was more of a continuation of this bohemian 

spirit rather than its embryo (Feldman-Barrett, 2018). One of my respondents, Vladimir Krakov, 

a guitarist in indie pop band Presing, made a similar point about the spirit of Belgrade that has 

been evolving for decades, suggesting that the sudden interest in the city’s alternative lifestyle 

did not come out of the blue:  

There is a layer of this positive heritage, where all of this was actually built here. Marina 

Abramovic is just the tip of the iceberg, these Belgrade conceptualists, who today work 

as lecturers and form new young artists. This was the time when this spirit of the city 

was formed, somewhere under the surface, and it succeeds in surviving and in offering 

something good. We have learnt from that generation of people what to listen to, how 

to dress, what is cool…actually, none of it (what’s happening now in Belgrade) is 

something that fell from the sky.  

And all this legacy informed the club culture in Belgrade, which has been strong for decades. 

Svetlana Djolovic, who used to work in one of the city’s most influential radio stations, Studio B, 

at the time and is now a radio DJ on Radioaparat internet radio, remembered the relationship 

between electronic music and clubbing and how that worked in the 1990s and onwards, but 

also says that Belgrade’s ‘night-time economy’ (Hollands, 2002) has an even longer history:  

The status of electronic music in the sense of production, studio and club culture has 

always been very good, and was good in the 1990s. And this here has a cult following, 

and it is nurtured here especially because going out here is a serious part of youth 

culture. A very important segment of that is DJing, and here ever since the end of the 

1980s, since the days of old disco clubs like Zvezda (Star) the musicians realised very 

early that it is good to have fun with DJs. And I believe that this culminated in the 1990s, 
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especially because of the fact that we were under international sanctions and that 

people could not travel much, and none of the foreign musicians could come and tour 

our country, therefore we were more reliant on each other, so the musicians were 

developing more by themselves in their rooms, learning how to mix and in the 1990s 

that reached a very serious level of quality with the expansion of clubs like Soul Food, 

Industrija and Jam (in Dom Omladine – a Belgrade Youth Centre). And that tradition 

remained until today. 

The 1990s was a crucial time for the development of DJs in Belgrade, and the time when the 

electronic scene became very prominent in Belgrade’s nightlife. As Svetlana says, this tradition 

continued, and it is the reason why today’s scene is even more developed. Nebojsa from the 

synth-pop band Intruder is someone who has first-hand experience of Belgrade clubs especially 

in the period when the comparison to Berlin started taking place. He started working 

professionally as a DJ in 2006 and now spends at least three or four nights in Belgrade’s most 

popular clubs working as a DJ. He sees the difference between the 1990s, mid-2000s and today:  

When I started working in 2006 it was still different up until 2010 or 2012. And this is 

when the decline starts, and now it all depends on some people who really care about 

keeping that scene alive. DJ Pepe who plays electro, house and techno, everything from 

mainstream to underground. Pedja from Odlican Hrcak (Excellent Hamster) label, people 

who work in Sikarica and Elektropionir and Zaokret, some of them belong to Kisobran 

(Umbrella) organization…Certain people are keeping it alive, but it was much more 

diverse in the beginning… Nowadays, even though you have more clubs, like the 

Savamala and Cetinjska hubs, there are less choices. In the beginning there were places 

of unbridled good will, very exciting places in the city. Now these are mostly business-

oriented places, where lots of them play only commercial music.  

However, it is interesting to note that regardless of the more crowd-pleasing places, there are 

always other options to explore, as parties get organized in different places, as Nebojsa states:  

The response to Savamala (the first hub created around 2008) was Cetinjska (the second 

hub created around 2015), and now these places also became commercial. So that’s 



151 
 

why more and more people are going to hidden or pop-up parties. Because when 

people find out about a place, very soon usually they get tired of it, or it becomes boring 

to them. So, there is always a response to the current situation. I think it’s the same 

everywhere, even in Berlin.  

Much of the attention given to Belgrade came after the more alternative period in clubbing, 

and exactly at the point when things became more ‘commercial’ or mainstream according to 

my respondent. As Kuhn (2011) notes in his article on Berlin’s EDM scene, it is very hard to 

classify this scene either as independent or mainstream, because this kind of electronic music 

played in the clubs is not usually played on the radio, although the clubbing itself is very 

popular. The same could be said for Belgrade’s clubbing scene in that it is somewhere in 

between being independent because of a lot of self-organisation and DIY elements, and 

mainstream because it is now being advertised as the new Berlin scene of Eastern Europe and is 

becoming more popular, where subcultures sit side by side with more mainstream material.  

Berghain is the symbol of this kind of in between culture in Berlin. It is a club that was 

proclaimed the best techno club in the world by DJ Mag in 2012. At the same time, Biehl and 

Lehn (2016), who wrote an article on Berghain, say how this club captures the bohemian spirit 

of Berlin in the 1930s as depicted by Christopher Isherwood in his novelistic depictions of inter-

war Berlin, where even DJs are not placed on high podiums, but are instead close to the public, 

performing at floor level. The authors note that after the fall of the Berlin Wall what was 

needed for a political reunification was not just the removal of the physical wall, but the 

removal of the ‘wall in people’s heads’. They recognise techno as one of the main unifying 

factors of a once divided city:  

 

Not official speeches and political initiatives, rather techno music and the rave is said to 

have united the divided nation as the ‘sound of the family’ when people from the East 

and West were dancing together without valuing each other’s appearance, background 

and socialization’ (Biehl-Lehn, 2016: 609).  
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Schofield and Rellensmann (2015) echo this idea saying how people who grew up in two 

different political systems during the 1980s were now discarding politics and embracing 

hedonism. The electronic scene in the 1990s in Belgrade played a similar role to what these 

scholars described about Berlin in the sense that it united people, although in the case of 

Belgrade it was also instrumental in the fight for democracy as described previously in the case 

of Club Industrija. It is important to make this comparison between Belgrade and Berlin 

because a lot of the recent new Berlin debate comes from the fact that Belgrade nightlife has 

been commodified in a similar manner to Berlin and that the popularity of Belgrade’s nightlife 

owes a lot to its scenes as in the case of Berlin.   

 

5.7 What does a discourse on Belgrade as the new Berlin 

tell us about EDM scene?  

Belgrade recently introduced new laws about the working hours of catering facilities on its 

territory. According to Article 8, these kinds of facilities, which include bars and clubs in 

residential buildings, can only be open until 1 a.m. on weekends, and play music until 12 p.m. 

(Paragraf, 2016). For instance, bars in Cetinjska Street, where the second hub was formed in 

2015, are affected by this law. Aleksa believes that these new laws regarding clubs and bars are 

the reason why Belgrade was even livelier before this period:  

Considering these new laws for bars to close by 1 a.m., I think that Belgrade was more a 

new Berlin 10 years ago. But that was the time when foreigners didn’t pay so much 

attention to Belgrade, and this was the period in the 2000s when there were many clubs 

and places to go out…the law has changed which prevents them (the owners and 

organisers) from offering a richer and wider content. Before this you could have a club 

in a residential area that works 24/7, so this law has changed the clubbing scene and 

reduced it...some clubs became cafes, clubs now have to be in certain places, and 

before this a café could have been turned into a club. If you look at Cetinjska Street, it 

was imagined to be a club district with clubs, but because of the laws it became a kind 
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of a café district, without much content. And if it had been opened ten years ago, it 

would have rocked…There are still lots of things, and you can still go out every day of 

the week. Belgrade doesn’t sleep, but now it doesn’t sleep in a lot less places.  

Even though new laws have been introduced about clubs in residential areas, due to which 

there are less clubs in the city centre, some of the new hubs still have clubs that are open all 

night. Apart from that, there is a significant number of clubs on the rivers (The Danube and 

Sava are two rivers which flow through Belgrade) which are called splavovi or splavs (literal 

translation is rafts but actually they are river clubs on boats) and this phenomenon has also 

caught the attention of BBC who published the article ‘Belgrade’s Floating River Clubs’ in 2017 

where they say that there are around 300 of them in Belgrade. This all means that there are still 

lots of places and events to go to, just that in some cases people have to search a little bit for 

different locations.  

Two of my respondents were not quite convinced about this ‘Berlin’ tag but were more certain 

that it could be dubbed regional Berlin, because of the capital cities in Serbia’s neighbourhood 

which are usually quieter (although Bole from Ammonite Records mentioned that Budapest 

could also take that title). Bojana, who had many concerts in Croatia, compared Belgrade to 

Croatia’s capital:  

Compared to regional cities it is number one. If you go to Zagreb at eight o’clock in the 

evening you have no one in the streets. Belgrade is a wild beast (she literally says 

dragon) compared to Zagreb and other cities in the region. We just have to agree 

whether it’s a new Berlin or New York (laughter).  

Vladimir, who was born in Croatia and lived there until the beginning of war, compared 

Belgrade to other ex-Yugoslav capitals:  

Belgrade is the most interesting of all cities from our former republics, because it is the 

largest and just has a lot of things going on, and somehow it managed to sustain this 

continuity even though we were isolated (in the 1990s). If you want to go out 

somewhere in this region, then it’s best to go out in Belgrade, you have most 

possibilities and many kinds of different places.  
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Due to the population (around 2 million people, far more than in any of other ex-Yugoslav 

capitals), and the number of clubs and venues, the popularity of Belgrade’s nightlife has never 

been disputed in the region and attracts many so-called weekend tourists particularly from 

Croatia and Slovenia (Opusteno, 2010). However, there are many aspects because of which this 

title of the new Berlin could not be reachable. Local DJs had some things to say about this.  

 Although some of the respondents like Wolfgang S. liked the idea of how this comparison 

sounds, almost all the DJs I interviewed had their reasons against this kind of comparison with 

Berlin. Marko Nastic has visited Berlin a few times since 1999 and he says that the freedom he 

saw there could not be compared to Belgrade, and that it is something that does not exist in 

Serbia’s capital today, nor will it ever exist in the future in Nastic’s view. The reasons he cites 

for this are the mentality of the people, which hasn’t changed much in recent period, but also 

the economy of the country which is rather poor: ‘If there was some monetary input here, 

maybe something would have happened… but Germany itself has a very good standard, so no 

matter how much trashy Berlin may look to you, that’s not really trashy. Here it is really trashy’. 

He also mentions that in order to be a really big city Belgrade would have to have people from 

all over the world, who would first of all come here and then be accepted by its citizens and 

that the food that is offered here also tells a lot about choices and options, because when you 

go to Berlin you have so many options which is also an indicator of its greatness. MKDSL also 

believes that Belgraders are not advanced enough in mixing cultures like Berlin to carry that 

qualification: ‘Berlin is the centre of many different cultures. We have some immigrants and 

some tourists. A lot of money should be invested here so that Belgrade would become a good 

place for new people to come’. He agrees that the economic situation is one of the main 

differences:  

For the past twenty years people have been living here in poverty, so how can you 

maintain a sound and rich spirit when you live in poverty? Both capitalism and post-

socialism were applied here in the worst possible way, we imported some of the worst 

elements… so it’s not really good to compare these two cities. 
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What Milan adds to this story is a suggestion as to what would have to change if Belgrade was 

to become new Berlin:  

In order to compare Belgrade to Berlin, in order to have such a title, first of all the state 

of people’s minds should change, and only then would it make sense to compare it. In 

this case, I don’t think it’s the new Berlin. It’s more like New Belgrade.  

My respondents here looked at a broader picture of what prevents Belgrade from becoming 

more like Berlin. The same reasons are also commonly mentioned when local people discuss 

why Belgrade is or is not a metropolis, and these are the state of economy, level of personal 

freedoms and the mentality of local people.  

However, the most decisive ‘no’ came from two other respondents who had different reasons 

for their answer, and it mostly had to do with the comparison being wrong in the first place, as 

that implies that we are copying Berlin. Nebojsa (from the band Intruder) thinks that this 

comparison is an exaggeration, because of the diversity of Berlin, but also that Belgraders 

should do their own thing:  

I don’t expect that we are or should aim to be Berlin. We should be what we are. When 

you try to copy something, it always turns out differently…It is exaggerated, but there 

was a momentum at one point here, because many tourists started coming here, the 

atmosphere was even livelier. So, it is useful in a tourist sense, but it should not lull us to 

sleep…There is some hype around Belgrade as the party city. Belgrade really lives more 

at night, but we shouldn’t force ourselves to be Berlin, we should be what we are – a 

smaller city that has its own scene and its own clubs that we hope to develop in the 

future.  

While Nebojsa was also talking as someone who has been DJing for more than ten years in 

Belgrade and has helped shape Belgrade’s nightlife to what it is today, Antonije who is a fan of 

electronic music and has been to many of these electronic events was much more angered by 

this comparison:  
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Yes, I heard that, and that pissed me off! I think that that’s total bullshit, it’s totally 

brainless. Berlin is Berlin, Belgrade is Belgrade. Berlin has its own mood, and so does 

Belgrade. Nobody copies anyone there, least of all Belgrade copies Berlin. I know that 

here we have a group of people who like that sort of story and are in love with that 

fucking Berlin, this dark clubbing, Panorama Bar and Berghain, and like every true 

Belgrade clubber is striving towards this fucking Berghain, but I literally couldn’t give a 

fuck about it and I would like to make a firm statement about this in your PhD.  

Antonije went on to offer some reasons as to why he did not like the comparison of Belgrade 

with Berlin:  

Belgrade is far from going on that road to becoming the new Berlin. We couldn’t care 

less. It is overrated, maybe it was the clubbing Mecca when the rest of Europe wasn’t so 

developed, but that is long gone now. Now you have that everywhere, Croatia has 

heaps of festivals, I mentioned that summer festival in Montenegro, Belgrade has all 

sorts of different things. So, we are not lagging behind in any way today. Once there 

may have been a bigger gap, but definitely not today.  

These opinions describe the way many people I talked to informally feel about being compared 

to something more important than Belgrade, which calls into question its authenticity that 

many feel proud of. However, as could be seen from all of my respondents, the awareness of 

the new Berlin reference is there even though not everyone finds it flattering.  

There are several views on whether Belgrade is close to Berlin in terms of its cultural and 

particularly clubbing scene, but what is clear in all the responses is that the respondents are 

accepting the mythology of Berlin’s greatness in this aspect, with the exception of Antonije who 

completely rejects such a comparison. Those who believe that it is not Berlin (yet) think that the 

problem lies in mentality, poor economy or structural and systematic support. And those who 

believe that Belgrade should not be Berlin have a slightly elitist stance in thinking that the 

‘authentic’ experience that Belgrade has is unique or alternative enough to stand on its own, 

rather than being put into the same category as Berlin. The problem with ‘authenticity’ of 

Belgrade’s nightlife is that this whole clubbing culture has now been co-opted into the 
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mainstream, and that only then did it start attracting tourists. Thus, the tourists actually never 

had a chance to experience what my respondents were referring to as Belgrade’s ‘authentic’ 

nightlife experience.  

5.8 The Unbearable Lightness of Being 

 

The trend of the so-called techno-tourism is now visible in Belgrade, although for the more 

adventurous ones, and those who want to explore the roads less travelled, or are simply not so 

enthusiastic about Berlin anymore. One of my respondents Nebojsa Markovic, who has been 

working professionally in Belgrade clubs from 2006 says that this trend of techno tourists 

started to progress in the past ten years or so. This was preceded by a similar trend in Berlin, 

when the buzz was created about the city’s nightlife.   

 

The result of this buzz created around Berlin was a boom in tourism, or to be more precise in 

techno tourism, and the creation of a class of so-called Easy-Jetsetters (Rapp, 2009, 2010), 

tourists who travel to Berlin for weekends for hedonistic reasons, mainly clubbing, and who are 

usually on a tight budget and use low-cost airlines and stay in cheap accommodation such as 

hostels and Airbnb. Tobias Rapp wrote an influential book on Berlin’s techno scene entitled Lost 

and Sound (2010), where he coined the term Easy-Jetset. Garcia (2015) who made a profile of 

these techno tourists by doing 19 interviews said that many of them identify as part of the 

Berlin music scene or as one of the respondents said ‘part of the furniture’ rather than tourists 

visiting the city, because they have invested themselves so much in the music scene by coming 

to Berlin for clubbing on a weekly or fortnightly basis. Garcia uses different terms to identify 

them, some of which are hipster, neo-Bohemian and neo-Romantic tourists 

 

According to Oktay (2014), what characterizes clubbing and party culture in Berlin, and 

analogous to that in Belgrade as well is lightness (of being). He relies on novelist Milan 

Kundera’s idea of lightness, which is placed in opposition to heaviness in the sense of 

Weltschmerz, but not the romantic notion of Weltschmerz that implies a feeling of loneliness or 
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some existential melancholy, but in the sense of ‘awareness of the fact that the world does not 

revolve around me’ (Oktay, 2014:217), i.e. that there is still suffering, pain, poverty and 

oppression in the world. The author here claims that Berlin as the European nightlife capital is 

exactly the European capital of lightness, devoid of worrying about all the hardship in life. 

Moreover, according to Oktay this lightness extends to another category, which is the ‘lightness 

of forgetting’, meaning that this new creative Berlin counts its time since 1989, the fall of the 

Berlin Wall, which conveniently distances them from the heaviness i.e. their painful past and 

optimistically looks into the future, which is why the author thinks it is ‘indeed a perfect 

location for festivities’ (2014: 222). Although there are reminders in Belgrade, such as some of 

the bombed buildings from 1999 which are still around and have drawn the attention of some 

tourists, Belgrade rarely and reluctantly looks to its recent past of the 1990s. Its nightlife and 

the atmosphere where people seem to have all the time in the world to hang out in cafes and 

chat exudes this air of lightness and easy-going attitude. And this is probably one of the major 

factors that attracts people who want to explore its nightlife.  

 

5.9 Conclusion 

The road of the electronic music scene in Serbia has been long and winding from its inception in 

the beginning of the 1980s until now. During this time, it has been contested for its ‘realness’ 

because of the use of technology and its originality, because the genre was ‘imported’ from 

abroad. But what it may lack in originality of style, it compensated for in the original way that it 

was reborn in the 1990s in times of hardship despite all the obstacles it may have had. As was 

mentioned in this chapter, dancing, which is an integral part of this scene, was very often more 

than just indulgence in hedonism, but also had a social and political connotation to it, which is 

what makes this scene stand out from many other European music scenes born in the same 

period. This also gave resilience to the scene due to which it managed to survive and develop 

during the next 25 years into a scene where those who enjoy Berlin’s nightlife would not feel 

out of place. Those who now come to Belgrade for this specific reason are the ones in search of 

boosting their subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995), probably for the same reason that they 
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were visiting Berlin in the 1990s and early 2000s. However, the changes in the night-time 

economy and the technology had a huge impact on this music scene, and at the time when it 

started being compared to Berlin, it also became more commodified and lost some of its 

subcultural flair that characterised it in the beginning. It now sits somewhere in the middle of 

the alternative and mainstream spectrum when it comes to clubbing, but the songs from this 

genre rarely reach the status of a mainstream hit, as they are overshadowed by the popularity 

of mostly turbo and trap-folk tracks. The clubbing is the most prominent part of this scene and 

is something that has propelled this scene outside the borders of the country. The Berlin 

comparison is something that not only tourists buy into, but also the locals that I interviewed 

for this thesis, even though there are some with reservations about this qualification. For those 

who believe that Belgrade could not be compared to Berlin, the main drawbacks are the state 

of the economy, the mentality of the local people and a better structural support of the scene 

and culture in general. On top of that, being a ‘macho region’, a qualification used by one of my 

respondents, also has an impact on this scene, particularly in the sense that electro-pop is 

considered to be too feminine, whereas the DJ scene has very few female DJs. Nevertheless, 

what remains similar to Berlin is that Belgrade’s nightlife is still characterised by a lightness of 

being and its bohemian atmosphere, where even the new and more restrictive laws on the 

opening hours of certain clubs in residential areas could not prevent it from remaining the city 

that never sleeps.  
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CHAPTER 6 

WHEN STREET CULTURE MEETS MILIEU: THE CASE 

OF BELGRADE’S HIP HOP SCENE 

 

Originally an expression of African American street culture, Hip Hop has become a global 

phenomenon and ‘cannot be viewed simply as an expression of African American culture; it has 

become a vehicle of global youth affiliations and a tool for reworking local identity all over the 

world’ (Mitchell, 2001:1). Examples of various Hip Hop scenes can be found in many countries 

in Europe, such as Germany and England (Bennett, 2000), but also in Eastern European societies 

(Miczynski and Helbig, 2015: 15). The hip hop scene in Belgrade is one of the youngest scenes in 

the city: it has emerged out of all local scenes from very low-key underground beginnings to a 

mass youth culture becoming a part of today’s mainstream culture in Serbia’s capital 

(Kovacevic, 2018:699). During its evolution up until the early 2000s, it remained close to the 

sound of the rap originating from the United States presented by a few rappers coming from a 

more privileged background (Music and Vukcevic, 2015) with certain elements of ‘subcultural 

capital’ (Thornton, 1995) under their belt. From the start of the new millennium, Hip Hop was 

credited with having more influence on young people when Hip Hop artists became more 

socially active and discussed everyday problems in Serbia in their lyrics, with many people 

comparing it to the social and cultural effects of punk (like music critic Petar Janjatovic in my 

interview with him). This second wave of rappers became the much-needed collective voice for 

the young people going through a transitioning period from an oppressive regime to a very 

unstable democratic society, and were characteristic of many Eastern European societies going 

through similar processes:  

In a post-socialist society marred by violence, police corruption, poverty, and instability, 

hip hop offered not only language to voice these experiences, but also a sense of 

strength that such realities could, in some way, be transcended (Miczynski and Helbig, 

2015: 15)  
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There were three waves in Serbian Hip Hop music, the first one in the late 1980s and 1990s, 

which included Rap’n’Roll artists like Budweiser, Geto Blaster, Green Cool Kool Posse, Robin 

Hood and Who is the Best (Music and Vukcevic, 2015:85). Rap’n’Roll is a ‘popular song style 

which features both rap music and rock’n’roll or pop music in one song’ (Urban dictionary, 

n.d.). The second wave, which started in the beginning of 2000s, became more widely popular 

in Serbia and included artists like Marcelo, Beogradski Sindikat and Juice, who are still active 

today. However, what sets the Belgrade Hip Hop scene apart from other Eastern European and 

global Hip Hop scenes, is that with its third wave of musicians (starting in the second part of 

2000s, around the year 2007) it became more local in its character by incorporating the 

elements of Turbo-folk genre and Dizel subculture. Here is what scholars Jovana Papovic and 

Astrea Pejovic (2015) wrote about the Dizel subculture:  

In the beginning of the nineties, “Dizel” was a movement centred on a group of 

criminals connected to the informal economy during the war in Yugoslavia. “Dizels” 

(Dizelaši) used the social disorder caused by the wars to gain capital and promote 

violence. Their fashion style involved sports garments by luxurious high-end fashion 

brands, thick golden chains and most prominently, Nike “Air-Max” sneakers (Papovic & 

Pejovic, 2015:119) 

Since both Turbo-folk and the Dizel subculture originated in the 1990s, some scholars and the 

so-called urban elite (more educated citizens from the urban areas often associated with 

rock’n’roll music) identified these phenomena as instrumental in the spread of nationalism 

throughout the country (Gordy, 1999; Kronja, 2004). There were at least three different 

viewpoints within the Hip Hop scene: a more liberal viewpoint (as expressed by Hip Hop artist 

Marcelo), a nationalistic viewpoint (as represented by Beogradski Sindikat) and a viewpoint that 

associates itself strongly with 1990’s subcultures like Dizel and Turbo-folk, who are now 

reinterpreting these 1990s phenomena in a leftist view (like the work of Bombe devedesetih).  

Thus, the hypothesis here is that the Belgrade Hip Hop scene demonstrates elements of milieu 

(Webb, 2004), which has its roots in types of social practices that are, in part, locally specific to 

Belgrade. Within the concept of milieu, and as suggested by Webb, a Hip Hop scene can be read 

as a cultural field, a context like institutions, values and rules in which people’s practices occur.  
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In the midst of this field are the narratives and histories of rappers who convey their daily 

existence in Belgrade through the lyrics of their songs. These social practices are being shaped 

both by historical and everyday practices of that particular region and, at the same time, by the 

changes in music consumption in the last two decades. This has led to the shift in music fans 

from snobs to omnivores (Peterson & Kern, 1996), or people who enjoy both highbrow and 

lowbrow culture. Namely, the first wave of Hip Hop in Serbia was characterised by the rappers 

who came from a rock’n’roll background and the so-called urban elite. They shunned both 

Turbo-folk and the Dizel subculture as lowbrow culture to the point of being snobs about it and 

regarded rock and rap as highbrow culture. The view remained the same with the second wave 

of Hip Hop artists. However, this attitude completely changed with the third wave of rappers 

who included Turbo-folk in Hip Hop music and elements of Dizel subculture, leading both 

musicians and fans associated with Hip Hop culture to change from snobs to omnivores.  

This timeline of Hip Hop in Serbia helps set the groundwork for what is discussed in this 

chapter. It explores the most important topics that define Belgrade’s Hip Hop scene today: 

social activism, nationalism and the attitudes Hip Hop artists have today about what happened 

in the 1990s and how these factors are an indicator of the changes in Serbian society in general 

from 1990s onwards. This discussion starts with the involvement of first wave rappers during 

1990s anti-government protests, continues with a look at second wave rappers – some of 

whom supported nationalists in Serbia – and concludes with an examination of third wave 

rappers, who introduced and re-interpreted the 1990s Dizel subculture and Turbo-folk genre for 

new millennium fans. 

 

6.1 The Three Waves of Belgrade’s Hip Hop Scene 

The year that marked the beginning of Hip Hop in Serbia is 1984. Rista, one of the greatest 

promoters of the Hip Hop sound in Belgrade – and who currently has his own Hip Hop show on 

Radioaparat radio station – told me in an interview that the reason why 1984 is considered the 

beginning is the release of the debut EP Degout by a Belgrade Electro Breakbeat/Hip Hop group 

called Master Scratch Band. Even though this record was influenced more by the electronic and 
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breakdance sound of the era, the breakdance elements make it a part of Hip Hop culture as 

well. Moreover, Breakin’ (1984) or Breakdance: The Movie, which was shown in Belgrade’s 

cinemas the same year, was also very influential for the development of the city’s Hip Hop 

movement. The film’s popularity was something that influenced the formation of the first wave 

of the scene, which further coalesced later that decade. According to my interviewee Rista’s 

recounting of it, the beginnings of Hip Hop were carried out by the people who were familiar 

with foreign music and magazines, and who had the opportunity to follow this trend that in the 

late 1980s was fronted by Run DMC, the Beastie Boys and Public Enemy. It ‘developed from a 

subculture, claimed and jealously guarded by a socially privileged, close circle of rap adherents, 

to one of the most popular cultures among Serbian youth’ (Music and Vukcevic, 2015:85). 

Originally, this was a subculture comprised by those with strong cultural capital. Today, 

however, it has become a mass youth culture – something that eventually came to be due to 

the third wave of rappers.   

 

The first Hip Hop artists, a band called Budweiser, appeared in 1987 followed by three more 

Belgrade groups Robin Hood, Who Is The Best and Green Kool Posse (later Sunshine), but none 

of them had any album released before 1995. Around that year some of these bands, along 

with Gru, Rhythm Attack and Cya released their debut albums. This period was the time when 

Hip Hop started to gain momentum in Serbia, although Rista says that at the time they were 

still highly influenced by the US rappers, particularly gangsta rap artists like Tupac Shakur and 

Dr. Dre. This is important because Hip Hop artists did not use the ‘represent’1 technique very 

much to talk in the first person about their own experiences, or the political situation at the 

time. This is a noteworthy omission, as the1990s was the decade when Serbia experienced the 

highest inflation in its history, was under international sanctions and was involved in wars with 

Croatia and Bosnia. In other words, the ‘represent’ technique would have made sense in this 

context. Predrag Vukcevic writes that this generation ‘was still unable to catch the raw feel of 

 
1 From inner-city urban Black culture. "You betta represent." or "You gotta represent" means that one 

should be publicly candid about one's social stratum or geographical milieu of origin, however humble. It 
means one should acknowledge, and be an exemplar of, one's roots, not guilefully trying to dissemble this 
(even though one's personal fortunes have since improved). (Online Slang Dictionary, n.d.) 

http://onlineslangdictionary.com/meaning-definition-of/gotta
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the local neighbourhoods’ (2015: 91), and that narration in third person, lack of local references 

and avoiding more controversial topics was common. This does not imply that these rappers 

completely omitted tackling social and political issues of the time from their songs, but that 

because of the then-current situation in Serbia, ‘social and political positioning was not so easy 

and straightforward’ (ibid, 2015: 93) for them. The scene was also particularly well-supported 

by two influential radio shows – Rap chart on B92 radio and Geto (Ghetto) show on Politika 

radio – the latter of which was hosted by one of my respondents, Aleksandar Dzankic.  

With the second wave of Hip Hop artists from the first part of 2000s, Rista says that the scene 

became more prominent because Hip Hop became more popular among youth. Its popularity 

coincided with lyrics becoming more personal, more socially aware and focusing more on local 

events in everyday life and politics. This was the moment when Hip Hop could be regarded 

more so as a part of a certain milieu, particularly when talking about the Belgrade milieu, 

illustrating the everyday struggles and practices of rappers in this city. Dragan Djordjevic, the 

author of the book Little Black Music (2016), which focuses on Hip Hop music in Serbia, notices 

this about the second wave of Hip Hoppers:  

The narrative frame of gangsta rap was, for instance, diagnosed as unfit and 

incompatible compared to local social, economic and political configuration… getting 

rich, arrogance and hedonism in the style of ‘high gangsta society’ is deconstructed in 

the lyrics of ‘second wave’ rappers with poverty and marginality of Belgrade (suburban) 

boroughs, aimless everyday existence, hard-core sexual adventures and social – daily or 

holiday - menu’ (Djordjevic, 2016:112)  

It was a time when a very influential Hip Hop label named Bassivity was established, which also 

included Hip Hop artists from the region, which is why Djordjevic thinks that this period marked 

‘probably the first important cultural cooperation in the region’ (ibid, 2016: 112). This was also 

the period when some of the biggest names in Hip Hop such as Beogradski Sindikat, Marcelo, 

Prti Bee Gee and Bad Copy (all of whom are still active today) started their careers. As Rista 

shared with me, this was a time when there were a lot of types of rappers to choose from: ‘If 

you wanted something raw, you had Prti Bee Gee. If you wanted something modern and in a 
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neat package like in the US you had VIP, Struka, Lud and that crew of people. If you wanted 

something nationalistic in their tone, the so-called ‘Serbism’, you had Beogradski Sindikat. If 

you wanted an MC who is a rapper and graffiti artist with an attitude, you had Juice’. Adding to 

that list, if you wanted someone socially aware, you had Marcelo. The second wave of Hip Hop 

artists also raised the bar of quality in terms of production as well as their MC skills and the 

range of topics they were dealing with. Arguably, this hit the right note with many young 

people in Belgrade and Serbia at the time and became the most mainstream among all the 

underground music genres in Belgrade, as Rista has also suggests. Radio DJ Svetlana Djolovic, 

whom I interviewed for this thesis, believes that the status of Hip Hop in Serbian society is still 

underground: ‘They practically have no access to mainstream media at all, but at the same time 

they have this fantastic influence on young people, and apart from this new r’n’b – turbo pop 

(Trap music), Hip Hop is perhaps the most modern genre in Serbia currently’. She also told me 

that part of Hip Hop’s success lies in the fact that it communicates in Serbian and that Hip Hop 

gives its young audience messages which are relevant and of interest to their generation.  

The second wave of rapper mostly ignored the rock’n’roll tradition of the first wave and 

brought Hip Hop sounds to the fore. With the omission of guitars from their sound in the 

second wave of Serbian Hip Hop, Rista believes that from the beginning of the 2000s Hip Hop 

can be called mainstream in Serbia, in the sense that it now had a large audience and that ‘you 

listen to a rapper more than to your parents’. However, at the same time, it remained 

underground as it often dealt with more sensitive topics like politics and corruption, which was 

not common for other genres and scenes in Serbia at the start of the new Millennium. It is also 

interesting that the music itself is not broadcast much on TV stations with national frequencies, 

but at the same time many rappers have become household names due to the fact that almost 

every reality show has a rapper as a contestant. The website Loudpack Zone (2017) lists 22 

reality show rapper contestants from between 2008 and 2017, with Rista claiming that a wider 

audience became familiarized with this genre thanks to this continual and mainstream media 

presence. Although not much has changed in their lyrics, the third wave of rappers, who came 

into prominence in the second part of the 2000s, introduced new elements in their style and 

music that made their songs a no-go zone for the previous generations. They did this by mostly 
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delving into the 1990s Turbo-folk genre and Dizel subculture, which were not liked by the 

previous generations of rappers.   

There is no confirmed year when the third wave of Hip Hop in Serbia started, but several web 

sources relying on the Wikipedia entry on Serbian Hip Hop state that it happened around the 

time when a newly popular group called THC La Familija released their debut album in 2007. 

Apart from THC La Familija, a new generation of artists emerged on the scene at the end of 

2000s and the beginning of 2010s: Smoke Mardeljano came with his real-life story of somebody 

who spent time in a correctional home, Marlon Brutal had nationalistic overtones in his songs, 

and Mimi Mercedes’s work demonstrated a strong penchant for the 1990’s Serbian Turbo-folk 

aesthetics. These new artists were releasing their material alongside many established second 

wave rappers like Beogradski Sindikat, Marcelo and Juice. This third wave of rappers brought 

Hip Hop music to the mainstream by combining Hip Hop with the most popular local Serbian 

genre Turbo-folk and the Dizel subculture from the 1990s. YouTube views for singular Hip Hop 

songs started reaching 50 million views and more, far more than in other genres like Indie Pop 

and EDM. Vice’s documentary Pearls from the Mud (2019) discusses the phenomenon of two 

leading rappers from the scene, Coby and Rasta, who were doing the so-called catalogue sale of 

songs (selling the final product directly to the artist) mostly to Turbo-folk stars at first, but later 

expanded the business to many Hip Hop artists and are pivotal for the popularization of the 

Trap subgenre, which is now the most popular subgenre of Hip Hop in Belgrade. Trap music 

uses a lot of Auto-Tune, digital reverb, delay and 808 kick samples (Friedman, 2017), and 

according to Jernej Kaluza: ‘The majority of contemporary mainstream rap is actually trap 

(Migos, Rae Sremmurd, Savage 21) or at least possesses some of its elements (Kendrick Lamar, 

Drake, Kayne West)’ (Kaluza, 2018:24). This mélange of genres within the third wave of Serbian 

Hip Hop is something that today’s young audience seems to enjoy a lot. Apparently, they have 

little problem with the mixing of Turbo-folk and Hip Hop, as is the case for the artists producing 

this sound. Relja, from Bassivity records – which also produces a huge percentage of these 

songs – stated in the aforementioned Vice documentary that the label is now dictating the 

future trends in Serbia, which is a big victory for Hip Hop. This means that going forward Hip 

Hop will be more attuned to and reflective of local realities. Getting more attuned to and being 
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reflective of local realities brings a lot of characteristics of milieu to the Hip Hop scene, which 

particularly refers to the third wave of rappers who are mixing local sounds and aesthetics into 

their songs. Analysing this documentary Pearls from the Mud and its key players, Ivana Jeremic 

(2019) writes that this music, which deals with topics like narcotics, sex and living in the fast 

lane without any restraints, ‘has found its audience in kids who want exactly that – that nothing 

is off limits, and that you can discuss anything you want’ (Jeremic, 2019). More significant to 

Belgrade’s local history, another thing that has been off limits is the music and culture of the 

1990s, including Turbo-folk and the Dizel subculture, both of which changed the face of today’s 

Hip Hop scene, and which will be discussed again in greater detail later in this chapter. This 

delving into a specific period of Belgrade and its style is also characteristic of milieu as 

described by Webb (2004), and is the reason why Hip Hop is the most local genre of the three 

discussed in this thesis.  

 

Although many of Belgrade’s old school rappers, rockers and its so-called urban elite do not like 

mixing Hip Hop with Turbo-folk and aspects of the Dizel subculture, the fact is that this new 

direction is the most in-demand genre in Belgrade right now according to YouTube views2. This 

era of rappers has also opened up many topics like the question of elitism both in Hip Hop and 

Serbian society, the relationship of Hip Hop artists with the 1990s, and, also, how the young 

audience perceives this decade vs. how the older generation sees it. Having now provided a 

more substantial overview of Hip Hop’s evolution in Serbia since the 1980s, the following 

section deals with some crucial topics related to Hip Hop within this specific cultural context:  

social activism, nationalism, and, importantly, how the 1990s (which was a war-torn period) 

shaped the contemporary Hip Hop scene and what it tells us about the state of society in 

Belgrade and Serbia today. 

 

 
2 Rasta’s ‘Kavali’ has 63 million views, ‘Kavasaki’ has 59 million views, Coby’s ‘Biseri iz blata’ has 39 million views, 
THCF feat. Coby’s ‘Ides za Kanadu’ has 52 million views.  
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6.2  In Between Hip Hop and Punk: Getting the Message 

Across 

From its beginnings, Hip Hop was connected to the struggles of the African American minority 

in the US. Tricia Rose, who has written extensively on the debates in Hip Hop relating to issues 

of violence, dysfunctional ghetto culture or ‘keeping it real’ (being true to yourself and your 

values), says that these debates ‘stand in for discussion of significant social issues related to 

race, class, sexism and black culture’ (Rose, 2008: 19). However, these debates that fuel ‘public 

criticism of young black people’ also ‘underestimate the impact of institutionalized forms of 

racial and class discrimination’ (ibid, 2008: 19). There are other views, for example that of 

Martin Kilson (2003), who thinks that ‘there’s nothing whatever that’s seriously radical or 

progressive about hip-hop ideas and values” (Forman & Neal, 2004). In general, Hip Hop shows 

the struggles from the ghetto, which demonstrate discrimination related to race and class.   

The kinds of struggle Rose (2008) discusses were evident in one of the early songs of the genre 

‘The Message’ (1982) by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. This kind of rapping is also 

called conscious rap, which is a subgenre of rap music. This type of rap music, which often 

points out disenfranchisement in society, is a ‘rap that is socially aware and consciously 

connected to the historic patterns of political protest and aligned with progressive forces of 

social critique’ (Dyson, 2007:64). Michael Eric Dyson lists several artists like KRS-1, Public 

Enemy, A Tribe Called Quest and 2Pac as those who ‘have infused their art with various forms 

of political awareness’ (ibid, 2007). Although this is seen as a subgenre of rap, some authors like 

Jaylin Paschal claim that all rap is conscious rap, leaving the ‘conscious’ tag redundant (Paschal, 

2018). John Street (2013) observes that certain genres of popular music ‘it seems, are viewed 

almost exclusively as political: the blues, gospel, soul and Hip Hop’ (Street, 2013:43). Some 

make further distinction between conscious and political rap, where political rap is seen as 

something being ‘usually delivered in a militant fashion. The conscious message, on the other 

hand, empowers by uplifting the listener’ (Adaso, 2018). Regardless of the terminology, social 

and political commentary and awareness are something that often characterizes Hip Hop.  
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As outlined previously, the second wave of Serbian Hip Hop has been significant for several 

reasons. Of importance here is that the second wave spawned several artists who were 

treading this thin line between conscious and political rap. According to my respondents, who 

have followed Hip Hop in Serbia from the first releases in the 1990s until now, the first wave of 

musicians was not overtly political or dealing with current social issues in the country. The 

artists were mainly influenced by gangsta rap coming from the US like Tupac Shakur and were 

writing many songs that included criminal references. However, these did not reflect the real 

situation in Serbia at the time, particularly as that was a time of wars and sanctions. There were 

exceptions, and Sunshine’s ‘91 Preview’ is one such example. This is a song that addressed the 

beginning of the Yugoslav wars and whose video showed the footage of tanks and warzones 

from RTS national television interpolated with the footage of the band itself. As was mentioned 

before, the bands did not use the so-called ‘represent’ form of rap songwriting to talk about 

themselves and their own experiences, which is also one of the reasons for the omission of 

tackling the current issues of that period. A big change occurred with the advent of the second 

wave of Hip Hop artists in the early 2000s, when these artists, according to interviewees Rista 

and Bege Fank, started speaking more from the first-person perspective and also started 

dealing with current social and political issues. The effect of this can be compared to the 

African-American communities from which rap and Hip Hop emerged and where ‘using 

narratives told from the first-person perspective, rappers attempt to educate audiences about 

the relationship between violence and poverty in their communities’ (Mackey & Elvey, 

2020:511). Here it is important to remember that with the second wave of rappers, rap in 

Belgrade became more conscious - telling about everyday life and struggles from the Belgrade 

streets, and more personal - often represented in first person.   

 

Music critic Petar Janjatovic told me in his interview that ‘Hip Hop really at one point seemed 

like a new punk’, referring to the music genre’s anti-establishment attitude and how second 

wave Hip Hop artists voiced the opinions of youth. This point is quite interesting for the fact 

that punk rock’s origins are considered to be in White working-class culture (Hebdige, 1979), 

whereas Hip Hop has its origins in Black American culture (Morgan & Bennett, 2011), but also 
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working-class Black culture (versus middle class). Although not all Punk artists were White, 

Punk in general was a ‘source and a means of self-empowerment for people of virtually all 

ethnicities, not just white people’ (Ambrosch, 2018: 919). However, Punk has never really 

overcome its ‘structural whiteness’ (ibid, 2018: 919), despite its inclusive character. James 

Spooner, the director of annual Afropunk festival, has written how he was always asked to 

choose between these two identities – punk or black (Duncombe & Tremblay, 2011: XVII), even 

though he always wanted to be both.  How is this situation different in Serbia and how can 

punk and rap belong to the same category? According to Duncombe and Tremblay, the authors 

of a study on punk and race, there was a difference between Polish punk rockers they saw at a 

punk concert, and those coming from the US. They thought these Polish punks shared the 

‘language of rebellion and a community of belonging’ (Duncombe & Tremblay, 2011: 15), but 

that someone growing up in an almost homogenous white country like Poland, they were 

probably less aware of punk’s racial identities and the political meaning of, for example, the 

Clash’s song “White Riot.” This assumption could be applied to Serbia, being a largely 

homogenous white country, and the same thing could be applied to Hip Hop music as well, 

since all well-known rappers in Belgrade are also white. Journalist Ross Hsu (2016) claims that 

there are many similarities between rap and punk like the sound, lyrics, history and influences, 

and that the only major thing that separates them is race. He put forward a question: ‘If the 

world was less culturally divided along racial lines, could punk and rap have merged into one 

scene, and therefore one genre?’ (Hsu, 2016). The hypothesis as to why Hip Hop music can be 

viewed as new punk music in Serbia is that what is translated from both original punk and rap 

music to Belgrade are things like the attitude, the voice of disenfranchised youth and the 

rebellious spirit, leaving race out of the equation.  

 

It is interesting to note how this shift in lyrical focus occurred right after the democratic 

changes in Serbia, or the so-called October 5th Revolution. Hip Hop musicians thus arguably 

became the voice of a new young generation – one no longer living in times of sanctions and 

wars. In that way, they seemed to have carried on the work of indie pop musicians from the 

1990s who, out of all musicians, were most critical of the then-current political regime. When 
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the new millennium began, indie pop musicians stopped releasing songs that were directly 

addressing the political situation in the country, or as writer Vladimir Arsenijevic observed, ‘hip-

hop filled the void caused by the disappearance of rock’n’roll, and this kind of music is 

something that this culture needed’ (Sretenovic, 2007). Predrag Vukcevic aka Bege Fank, whom 

I also interviewed for the thesis, wrote in Popboks webzine that ‘local rap takes the place of 

rock’n’roll with its immediacy and representation of youth in all its forms, just like the chorus of 

the new Juice’s anthem ‘Repujemo’ (We are rapping) says, ‘the music which brings the truth 

and discovers what people want’’ (Vukcevic, 2009). Hip Hop thus became the new political 

voice in times of democracy, taking the place that was originally reserved for rock’n’roll and 

indie music and by expressing the social and political issues in times of democracy.  

The song that attracted the most attention to Hip Hop in Belgrade and sparked a debate in the 

media was ‘Govedina’ (Beef) by Belgrade Hip Hop collective Beogradski Sindikat. However, 

there was one minor difference between the songs like ‘Sistem’ by Darkwood Dub (see Chapter 

4 on Indie Pop scene) and ‘Govedina’ by Beogradski Sindikat. ‘Sistem’ was a ‘call to arms’ song, 

a song demanding an immediate action, which was used in the actual protests in Belgrade 

against the regime of Slobodan Milosevic and was calling for the overthrow of the current 

government with lyrics like ‘I am throwing stones at the system’ or the song ‘Sejn’ by Eyesburn, 

whose key line was ‘Get out and fight’. These were more political songs, whereas ‘Govedina’ 

was more of a social commentary, a conscious rap song rather than a call to arms song. It talked 

about specific politicians in the government, ridiculing many MPs and some NGO members as 

well, but never suggested that the any of the people from Belgrade should throw stones at 

them or get out and fight them. The big shift in the awareness of Hip Hop music and its 

influence came with this song and the artists from the second wave of Hip Hop musicians. The 

influence was twofold – on politicians who started paying attention to what these musicians 

had to say, and, ostensibly, on the young people who were consuming this type of music. The 

biggest surprise was the response of the then-president of Serbia Vojislav Kostunica, who 

agreed to appear on the popular political talk show Utisak nedelje (Impression of the Week), 

together with the members of Beogradski Sindikat, who called out many MPs and himself in the 

song. Nenad Canak, who was a part of the DOS coalition that came to power in the year 2000 
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wrote an article for political weekly Vreme addressing the message of the song in which he was 

mentioned in a negative light. His conclusion was also that the song, regardless of its harsh 

criticism of the ruling elite, was not a call to arms song:  

In the ‘Govedina’ song, there is a clear list of people who induce negative feelings of the 

narrator, but still it cannot be compared with its braver predecessor like Pocetak bune 

na Dahije (Rebellion against Dahija – the Turkish rulers), because ‘Govedina’ simply lists 

the ‘wrongdoings’ and ‘the Dahias’, but without a clear call for rebellion or defining the 

platform from which the rebellion should be started. (Canak, 2002)  

Canak also thought that the fact that the song also portrays NGOs and Gay Pride parades in a 

negative light does not match the urban sound which Beogradski Sindikat strives for and makes 

this song inconsistent ‘which is a shame, given the fact that narration of this type today can 

tomorrow be an invaluable testimony of a complicated moment we are living in’ (Canak, 2002). 

The author of the book on Serbian Hip Hop, Djordjevic, in responding to Canak’s statement, said 

that these inconsistencies represent the ‘intriguing historical artefacts’ which ‘hold the key to 

understanding the state of consciousness of our average fellow contemporaries’ (Djordjevic, 

2016: 154). As someone who has been following Hip Hop professionally for many years, Rista 

says, ‘it is the voice of the people even though sometimes you don’t have to agree with it’. 

The case of ‘Govedina’ showed that in 2002 Hip Hop became a strong cultural force in Serbian 

society. Apart from receiving the attention of politicians, Hip Hop reached a wider audience 

with singles like ‘Govedina’ and the fact that the influence of Beogradski Sindikat ‘on young 

people is substantial’ (Arsenijevic, 2013). Vladimir Arsenijevic wrote that the effect of 

‘Govedina’ was the reason why many people started paying attention to Hip Hop:  

With this frontal hip-hop attack without precedent on all local political scenes, these 

young men completely moved the unprepared Serbian public. Their lucid mocking of 

most of Serbian politicians brought endless joy to many Serbs who have never before 

and never after listened to hip-hop (Arsenijevic, 2013)  

Another song that appeared shortly thereafter, in 2003, Marcelo’s ‘Kuca na promaji’ (Deserted 

House), showed the cracks in the early days of democratic government due to the remnants of 
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the 1990’s system, which eventually led to the murder of Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic in 2003. 

The rapper says in the song that the changes were mostly superficial, as the main politicians 

were removed but some others were still there and that the establishment is calling them 

‘rappers on drugs’. However, he denounces that labelling and shifts the blame to the 

establishment:  

Ghetto-diagnosis of the Serbian society that Marcelo’s song was bringing, was even 

harder to take for the post-October 5th audience because it was coming as a unison 

ghetto-voice of a new generation, conveying that the circumstance did not get better, 

but had even become slightly worse compared to the nineties (Djordjevic, 2016: 204) 

This sort of reading of Hip Hop songs was channeling the voices of young people, and at the 

same time had influence over young people in Belgrade, as Arsenijevic and some of my 

respondents claim. Djordjevic also talks about the ‘edutainment’ role of Hip Hop, giving the 

examples of US rappers KRS One and Ice Cube, where Hip Hop could be used as an ‘alternative 

to the school system’ or the ‘supplement to the existing official media-educational order of 

things’ (Djordjevic, 2016: 152). Nevertheless, some of my respondents had reservations about 

the extent of the effect Hip Hop has on Belgrade’s youth. Music critic Petar Janjatovic believes 

that this effect on young people is a generational thing, and something that has an age limit: ‘I 

believe that people who listen to Hip Hop stop listening to it when they are 22 or 23. People 

become complacent very soon… they are no longer the Hip Hop audience when they finish 

university. And how much that leaves a trace on them in terms of their critical viewpoint later, 

it is hard to say’. However, Lewis says that ‘most listeners identify with specific types of music’ 

and that ‘these sets of preferences, can be held very strongly’ (Lewis, 1992:1). In that manner 

people develop a taste as per their value system, which means that ‘music preferences, then is 

a powerful cultural signal’ (ibid, 1992:1). Moma, who I interviewed for the thesis and who 

works as a DJ on Radioaparat, thought that even in this age bracket it is not possible for such 

music to change a young person’s opinion:  

Young people who have access to this music and listen to this music, you will not 

convince them in something they don’t already believe in. They will not listen to the 
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song and say – yes, you’re right, now I’m going to change my mind completely. Or I’m 

going to notice something that I haven’t noticed before.  

A case in point was another one of Marcelo’s song ‘Pegla’ (Iron) which talks about a case of 

domestic violence, and which he says caused a strong emotional reaction in his mother who 

loved the message of the song. Mimi, who is Moma’s brother and also works as a DJ on 

Radioaparat, and who I also interviewed for the thesis, says that the problem here is that the 

message from the song did not reach the person it is supposed to reach – some young hooligan, 

but somebody who already knows this:  

You see, Marcelo cannot reach some kid that this song was written for, but instead he 

reaches our mother. But you know, our mother is not a hooligan. And some kid who 

might be a hooligan, and who wants to beat up a gay guy in the backyard, if Marcelo 

came up to him and pointed at this song, he would say to Marcelo – beat it or else I’ll 

beat you up, too. And that’s it. That’s the problem, that these kinds of songs lead to 

nothing, apart from somebody who is a normal person who would say – yes, you’re 

right.  

Some of the comments from my respondents cast a doubt on the belief that Hip Hop is the 

most influential genre among young people in Belgrade and Serbia, in terms of the actual 

behavioural changes and not just as a reaction on social media platforms or a number of clicks 

on YouTube. Beogradski Sindikat released another song in 2016 that caused a lot of reactions in 

public and the media, a song called ‘Sistem te laze’ (The System is Lying to you). It was released 

just a few days before the 2016 Serbian Parliamentary elections and was supposed to be a 

commentary on the political situation in the country. Aleksandar Vucic, the Serbian President 

who was the PM at the time, commented on his twitter: ‘I understand those guys. We have to 

fight harder and do more for the future of young people!’ This was another case of a politician 

reacting to Hip Hop lyrics, now 14 years after Beogradski Sindikat’s song ‘Govedina’. When I 

asked Shkabo, the frontman of the band, what his reaction was to politicians lining up to 

comment on their songs, he said that he does not fall for their comments anymore:  



175 
 

We worked on this with the intention of provoking them, but the fact that they reacted 

was their PR telling them to do so. Nobody made a comment on the last song we 

released. Eminem did this with Trump, and there was no reaction. We are doing this to 

send a message with our songs, and if somebody takes the bait, good for us.  

Shkabo was also commenting on fighting against injustice and faults in society and the influence 

on young people that many people ascribe to his band. He said how his perception has changed 

over the years, and that he does not really think in categories like society or people, and that 

the influence is generally more individual:  

I used to think how I was really fighting against some things in society, but no longer. I 

think that I can influence my son, some people who carefully listen to what I have to say 

in concerts – I can have influence over them and only then can I have some influence on 

society (when individuals come together), but not in some megalomaniac sense.  

Nevertheless, although BS have proved to be the talking point of some powerful politicians in 

Serbia and because of their comments on many irregularities and corruption in society, they are 

also known for nationalistic overtones in many of their songs and mixing local with national Hip 

Hop topics and right-wing politics. This section has looked into Hip Hop becoming the voice of a 

young generation, highlighting its influence on young people and discussing the experiences of 

a particular Belgrade milieu. The next section of the chapter will illustrate how local discourse 

became sidelined in favor of national discourse in Belgrade in some prominent Serbian Hip Hop 

songs.  

6.3  From Local Belgradism to New-age Nationalism  

Local events are the focus of many Hip Hop songs. There are numerous examples like Boogie 

Down Production’s ‘South Bronx’ and NWA’s ‘Straight Outta Compton’, where rappers talk 

about their ‘ghetto’ or ‘hood’, either discussing problems and crime in their area or praising 

their neighborhood as better than others. Djordjevic says that ghettos and hoods are the main 

spatial and poetic units of Hip Hop, adding that in ‘Hip Hop culture you first become a prophet 

in your own ghetto, and only then – if the circumstance permit – global profiteer’ (Djordjevic, 
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2016: 180). What happens afterwards, when the rapper becomes more well-known is that this 

hood becomes a mythological place that he/she came from and that he/she owes everything 

to:  

The debt will be repaid through relentless proving to the audience that his ‘hood’ is 

what was and remains that important place that enabled him to gain not only technical 

MC experiences, but something far more than that – the very life experience; which 

means that the street was his first and – in ‘expertise’ sense – the only legitimate school 

(Djordjevic, 2016: 180) 

This is no exception in the case of Belgrade Hip Hop artists, where certain areas of Belgrade 

became the mythological ghettos in their songs. One of the first ones was Novi Beograd (New 

Belgrade), a borough where several first wave rappers like Sunshine and Who Is The Best came 

from, and whose symbolism of ghetto was perpetuated even in movies like Apsolutnih sto 

(Absolute 100) and Jedan na jedan (One on One) as well as Zemun, where artists like Robin 

Hood and CYA came from. As Djordjevic claims, those rapping about their neighborhoods were 

considered to be real rappers because: 

‘”real” Hip Hop can only be the one which entirely, and with each of its words, 

represents the area he came from (true player) and who will during his career remain 

loyal to that place, and in accordance with the ethos of Hip Hop culture be/stay true to 

the game’ (Djordjevic, 2016:193).  

With the expansion of Hip Hop in Belgrade and the second wave of musicians, the list of areas 

that were represented was being expanded and started including other boroughs like the ones 

on the left side of the Danube, the suburbs of Kotez or Borca, or others like Vozdovac. Although 

many rappers continued rapping about their own hoods, another process started happening at 

the same time. Ghetto, a term that was initially synonymous with a specific hood like Novi 

Beograd and had a local reference, acquired a new layer of meaning with the second wave of 

rappers. Instead of a fully local focus, it assumed a national reference, whereby ghetto was now 

often equated to the entire country instead of some part of Belgrade. One example of such 

songs is the above-mentioned Marcelo’s song ‘Kuca na promaji’ (Deserted House), where 
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Serbia is symbolically seen as one big ghetto. However, what was clear from both the lyrics and 

actions of Marcelo, is that he is a supporter of liberal democracy and the criticism of society and 

the country in this song had no nationalistic leanings. During the 2017 Presidential election 

campaign, Marcelo openly supported a center-left candidate, Sasa Jankovic, appearing in some 

of his election videos. Other cases of this switch in ghetto-centric vision from the local to 

national can be seen in the case of THC Familija, a group that started in the first part of 2000. 

Their first single from 2004 was called ‘Za ulicu, ortake’ (‘For the street, for my buddies’) and 

was a classic example of a Hip Hop song talking about the hood and the crew, where the band 

dedicated this song to them. The band became most famous for their motivational anthem 

‘Igraj I pobedi’ (Play and Win) the song that supported the Serbian basketball team in the 2015 

European championship. The same year they released the song ‘Ne mrzim nikoga, ali ne dam ni 

na svoje’ (‘I Don’t Hate Anyone, but I won’t let anyone take/talk bad about what’s mine’) where 

talk about the hood and ghetto was replaced with talk about the nation and brothers from the 

hood. Serbian brothers became brothers from outside of Serbia, like from Kosovo and the 

Republic of Srpska in Bosnia. These songs could be classified as some kind of patriotic songs 

meant to boost the morale and unity of the Serbian people, but possibly due to negative 

comments – particularly from ex-Yugoslav countries – the group wanted to make clear in the 

beginning of the video that the song is dedicated to ‘our sisters and brothers’ and that ‘those 

who intentionally want to misunderstand this song, let me make one thing clear: We are Serbs, 

but not fascists’. Even during my interview with Shkabo from Beogradski Sindikat, he used the 

same words saying, ‘We are not fascists, we just love our country’, referring to many 

accusations they have gotten from people in the media, particularly those with pro-Western 

urban leanings. However, there is sometimes a thin line between patriotism and nationalism, 

and several Belgrade artists have crossed that line on many occasions.  

 

6.4 The representatives of nationalistic Hip Hop  

The three artists that this section will be focusing on are Beogradski Sindikat, Monogamija and 

Marlon Brutal, the most prominent rappers in Belgrade. They are also the topic of an article by 
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Daki BD (real name Darko Delic) on his leftist blog about Hip Hop culture in Serbia Vracanje na 

pravo (Returning to the right one). Beogradski Sindikat were the first to enter this uncharted 

territory with their song ‘Niko ne moze da zna’ (‘Nobody can know’) from their 2005 album Svi 

zajedno (All Together). In this song they refer to the position of the Serbian people in Kosovo, 

which after the 1999 Kosovo War became ruled by the Albanian majority. In 2008, the province 

declared independence from Serbia. The song portrays the Albanians in a negative light and 

calls on the Serbs to show unity in the fight for Kosovo. A couple of its lines show that the fight 

could potentially become less symbolic and more real, for example in the line ‘I am coming 

down again, if it’s necessary – blood will talk’ or ‘I await your arrival at the bridge again now, 

Alban no pasaran, you’re either with the Serbs or you’re alone’. I was asked to do a report on 

their concert at Belgrade’s Youth Centre in 2006, quite unaware of a fairly new trend in 

Belgrade Hip Hop music. In my report for Popboks webzine I wrote: ‘How did we, for instance, 

come to the point that you can hear people chanting ‘Serbia, Serbia’ at such a concert? 

Whatever happened to Brooklyn, New York, Dorcol, New Belgrade?’ (Petkovic, 2006). The 

question was referring to the Hip Hop ghetto or hood culture that had been, until that time and 

elsewhere in the world, the main unit of Hip Hop culture in Belgrade. It was surprising that Hip 

Hop was suddenly an outlet for national(istic) unity, rather than for taking pride in their 

brothers from the hood. Djordjevic says that this was the first time that the local Hip Hop scene 

‘insisted on quasi-national homogenization’, which the post-October 5th liberal and democratic 

society did not approve of. It was often done by invoking the Serbian epic poetry about the 

myths of Serbia’s greatness in the Middle Ages mixed with the ‘Serbia to Tokyo’ maxim 

(Djordjevic, 2016). This maxim which originated after the Red Star football club won the 

Intercontinental cup in 1991 in Tokyo, but at the same time sublimated the desire for country’s 

expansion.  

The question might be, however, how did this come about just several years after the 

democratic changes in Serbia, and where does this attitude of Beogradski Sindikat and, 

subsequently, other Hip Hop artists come from? Djordjevic believes that the identity of these 

young men which originates from the streets and sports stadiums is the biggest asset of this 
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new generation of rappers, a sort of cultural capital they possess, which is in its essence anti-

Yugoslav:  

BS is a representative of a generation of youth that during the nineties developed a 

strong resentment towards the then still (on paper) official Yugoslav culture. For them, 

Yugoslav identity represented nothing else but an unattainable and hopelessly damaged 

roof over their heads, while ‘Serbism’ was publicly announced stronger and stronger in 

stadiums during the intonation of the former and the then still official Yugoslav anthem 

(Djordjevic, 2016:30) 

Recently BS continued in a similar style with their song about Kosovo as the Serbian holy land 

and cradle, ‘Dogodine u Prizrenu’ (‘Next Year in Prizren’ – Prizren is a city in Kosovo), alluding to 

the Jewish phrase ‘Next year in Jerusalem’, about the desire of the Jews to return to rebuilt 

Jerusalem. As Beogradski Sindikat started their career in a different way, as the voice of the 

people caught in the maelstrom of the democratic and capitalist changes, and now turning to 

pro-right-wing nationalists, Daki BD questioned what their ideology actually is on his blog:  

… Sindikat gets the support of all layers of citizens who have been the victims of the 

politics run by DSS and DS, alternatively [the two biggest parties in the first twelve years 

of democratic rule in Serbia]. That was definitely over 70% of the population in Serbia…. 

Sindikat was a kind of a voice of a common man in Serbia, which is understandable and 

is not necessarily wrong. But what is undoubtedly bad is that the political mish-mash of 

Beogradski Sindikat (which spans from ultra-right-wing conservatism to ultra-left-wing 

calls for bombing actions and kidnapping) has now become the dominant political 

stance of an average Serbian guy from the street (Vracanje na pravo, 2011)  

When I discussed the influence that Hip Hop music might have on people in Belgrade, brothers 

Mimi and Moma, who are both radio DJs on Radioaparat, suggested that Beogradski Sindikat 

have the biggest influence of all of them. However, Mimi questioned who they are actually 

targeting, that their target group may be too wide, and that at the same time they can be a 

force for positive and negative effects on young people:  
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They can mean something to young people who are full of angst and who are hurt by 

the injustice in Serbia. But at the same time a young 16-year-old kid can listen to their 

song and then want to tattoo a swastika on his heart and be like ‘I can’t wait to get hold 

of the gun to go to Kosovo and take it back’. BS can communicate with both types of 

people, and this is what’s really bizarre about them. And that’s maybe the picture of 

today’s times, rather than music.  

As was mentioned in the previous section, even their breakthrough song ‘Govedina’ had the 

lines in which Croatians, gays and NGOs were portrayed as something negative. And as 

Djordjevic (2016) pointed out, this paradox of fighting for or against two seemingly unrelated 

causes might be the clue for understanding the new post-Milosevic generation of youth in 

Belgrade, which does not operate in a polarized left-right, liberal-conservative, urban-rural 

world, but whose worldview may be a random combination of these elements. This is 

particularly evident with some of third-wave rappers, most of whom were born in the 1990s. 

Just as a quick illustration of this point, Belgrade rapper Surreal released a new song in 2020 

entitled ‘Seks, zdravlje I pravoslavlje’ (‘Sex, Health and Orthodox Religion’), the title of which is 

repeated like a chant during the song as the key moral grounds of the rapper, mixing deeply 

liberal with conservative views in literally one line.   

This kind of ‘Gangster-Dizel-Orthodoxy’, as Daki BD calls it (Vracanje na pravo, 2011) became 

‘faster and wilder’ with rappers like Monogamija and Marlon Brutal. Monogamija’s song ‘Sveta 

zemlja Srbija’ (‘Serbia Holy Land’) is one of the examples of the songs talking about Kosovo with 

religious overtones with a call to take back the ‘Serbian holy land’. However, these patriotic and 

religious motives are in most of his songs filled with explicit material of sex, drugs and crime, 

and the line from his song entitled ‘Zvuk evolucije’ (‘The Sound of the Evolution’) sublimates 

these ideas: ‘smoking, sniffing, walking, drinking, chilling, Porsche, BmW 357, fucking’. As Daki 

BD notes, this is the example of taking things to the extreme where ‘the system of patriarchal 

upbringing in Christian tradition is breaking at the seams in front of a cathartic wave of speed in 

the nose, speed on the street’ (Vracanje na pravo, 2011). What connects Monogamija and 

Marlon Brutal, who is ten years younger than him (born 1989), is the same attitude towards 

national topics, but also the background which is deeply rooted in the Dizel subculture. This 



181 
 

subculture, which was shunned by the liberal elite in the 1990s, was – thanks to the new wave 

of Hip Hop musicians – re-introduced into the Belgrade subculture. It is now a bone of 

contention even among the Hip Hop artists themselves, as many of them consider that it does 

not belong in Hip Hop culture because it reminds them of 1990s nationalism and the criminal 

milieu of the war period.  

As this is an important topic in the third generation of rappers, and as it redefined the face of 

Belgrade’s Hip Hop scene, the next section of the chapter will elaborate on this phenomenon. 

Marlon Brutal is completely unapologetic about his Dizel background in the song ‘KCZ HCZ’, 

where this identity of his trumps even his rap identity: ‘I didn’t grow up with pussies, but with 

football hooligans, I didn’t grow up with rappers, but with Dizel crew’. By doing this he also calls 

out the rappers from the 1990s who, apart from other things, built their identity to be the 

opposite of Dizel subculture. Contrary to that, Marlon Brutal is somebody who embraces it 

along with new-age nationalism and a love of Turbo-folk music. In his collaboration song with 

THC Familija ‘Bulevar nasilja’ (‘Boulevard of Crime’) he says: ‘Older people taught me to hate 

the Croatians/to tell anyone who’s not from here to fuck off/to love my block and listen to folk 

music/to love my buddies as brothers’, which showed how the democratic changes in the 

country did not affect the mindset of one part of a younger generation born in the 1990s. Daki 

BD says this of Marlon Brutal:  

Marlon Brutal is a voice of the generation of characters who are the children of 

Belgrade, football hooliganism, river boat clubs and stadium incidents, who love rap, 

dance, folk and trance music at the same time, and whose everyday existence boils 

down to packing and repacking things, stacking, chilling, and who are fascinated with 

sneakers and track suits, mobile phones and constant chasing of adrenalin’ (Vracanje na 

pravo, 2011).  

Although these kinds of boys are also usually patriots or nationalists like Beogradski Sindikat, 

what sets them apart from the previous generation of rappers (the second wave) is the fact 

that the main members of BS are anti-hegemonic rappers with middle class backgrounds. They 

are people who will get a nod from high-ranking politicians and those from the political and 
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media establishment. Meanwhile, in the case of Marlon Brutal, it seems as if he could not care 

less about that, and that his affection for the Dizel-street life is what defines him. This section 

looked more closely into the examples of nationalistic rappers from the second wave 

(Beogradski sindikat) and the third wave (Marlon Brutal) of rappers and what their 

characteristics are. The next section of the chapter will delve more into the re-appropriation of 

the originally 1990s Dizel subculture and Turbo-folk into Hip Hop and what palette of meanings 

it creates for the third wave and its adherent scene.  

6.5 Remember the 1990s? 

To fully understand the Belgrade Hip Hop scene, it is important to understand the attitude of 

Hip Hop artists towards one of the defining decades in Serbia’s history - the 1990s, which has 

lasting effects until today in Hip Hop. As could be seen from the previous chapters on the Indie 

Pop and EDM scenes, the 1990s in Serbia was a time of wars, international sanctions, the 

highest inflation recorded in the history of the country, shortages of food, petrol, cigarettes and 

the spread of the black market and organized crime. In this atmosphere, the Dizel subculture, 

closely related to Eurodance and Turbo-folk music genres, was born. Eurodance and Turbo-folk 

were the two music genres that dominated the media and were embraced by the nationalists at 

the time. As previously discussed, the first wave of rap music in Belgrade was also dubbed 

Rap’n’Roll because of its closeness to rock’n’roll’s sound and the genre’s ethos as well. 

Although Hip Hop did not become very popular until 1995, some rock bands like Disciplina 

Kicme adopted elements of Hip Hop into their music even as early as the 1980s, when rock 

critics initially started paying attention to Hip Hop. However, the only style of Hip Hop that was 

acceptable to the rock crowd was the one that had guitars in it and was socially conscious: ‘The 

alternative rock crowd adopted rap music with a punk ethos. It was seen as a rebellious music 

of hard drums, guitar samples and a clear social message’ (Music & Vukcevic, 2015:88). The 

attitude of the rappers was close to the one of the rock establishment and some of the main 

targets in their songs were the Dizel crew, Turbo-folk music, and people from rural areas, 

usually those coming to settle down in Belgrade, which included the Serbian immigrants from 

Croatia and Bosnia who came to Belgrade fleeing the wars in these countries, and Roma people 
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as well. Music and Vukcevic (2015) say that all these groups of people were often colloquially 

referred to as ‘peasants’, the rural element threatening to cause disbalance in Belgrade’s urban 

environment and the ones who are blamed both for the degradation of Belgrade’s urban 

culture and were seen as supporters of the nationalistic regime of Milosevic and his political 

party. The rappers supported the oppositional parties that fought against Milosevic and with 

whom they shared their civic values. The Dizel subculture was seen as the total opposite of 

what their subculture represented. The main reason was that it had a ‘generic and 

oversimplified romantic and feel-good party anthems, without any social and political 

commentary, which they saw as an effort to dumb down and to turn the attention to the 

audience away from the real problems, thus helping the regime’ (Music & Vukcevic, 2015:96). 

The Dizel subculture was seen as one which benefited from the Milosevic regime, and the 

rappers shared their attitude towards it with other music scenes like indie pop and the 

electronic dance music scene.  

The attitude of the majority of the second wave of Hip Hop artists towards the 1990s remained 

similar, although among this generation of artists were first instances of the re-evaluation of 

the Dizel subculture, which could first be heard in the music of a band called VIP. Nevertheless, 

the man who almost single-handedly introduced the Dizel subculture into Hip Hop, as early as 

2002, was rapper Juice with his single Kes kolica (‘Cash and Ride’). Although the song, which 

praised the wild lifestyle of street hustlers similar to Dizel boys, could be interpreted as an 

ironic take on that whole culture, what Juice released afterwards confirmed that the joke might 

not have been a joke at all. In 2006 the video for Brate Minli (Dear Bro) Juice appeared in full-on 

Dizel-style tracksuit wearing Nike Air Max sneakers, with guest appearances by singer Ivan 

Gavrilovic and Gagi Djogani (from band Funky G), who are the two most prominent members of 

the Eurodance scene and are closely connected to 1990’s Dizel subculture. Music and Vukcevic 

(2015) believe that this toying with Dizel symbolism in the song and the whole album was more 

than just a way for the rapper to shock people, but that it was a statement mostly addressed to 

other rappers from the scene, in which he called them out for not ‘keeping it real’ or being 

more ‘authentic’ to the local culture.   
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Struka, one of the key rappers of the second wave in Belgrade, mentions how when he was 

starting his career the rappers were more careful about the flow and delivery of a song, in order 

to be closer to the original rap. He personally grew up on US Hip Hop, and he is ‘authentic’ in 

that way, being close to the original US rap music. However, even though the style of music is 

close to the original US rap, it is still sung in Serbian, and he very often talks about local issues. 

Milosz Miczynski and Adriana N. Helbig say that Hip Hop in Eastern Europe has often been 

labelled as inauthentic ‘due to its apparent lack of historical connection to the genre’s African 

American roots and alleged lack of connection to black identity’ (2015: 15). However, Hip Hop 

can also be viewed as culturally mobile and localized for a particular market, while still 

remaining authentic. Struka said that authenticity is also something related to a certain region, 

something that makes it different, and there he sees the localized variant of new Hip Hop 

artists as something authentic for Belgrade or the region:  

 

In a national sense, you have Marlon Brutal, with Cappa track suit, fast trainers, talking 

about drugs, hooligans and with nationalistic elements, with the line ‘in blocks they 

taught me to listen to my brother, to like Turbo-folk and hate Croats’ – and this sums up 

the Serbian mentality, and in that sense, it is very authentic for our mentality. And with 

the addition of ethno elements, this is called Serbian Hip Hop… and then you have Mimi 

Mercedes, who is the product of one crazy society and crazy times, the 1990s Serbia, 

Turbo-folk, violence, promiscuity – you name it. And that’s how we got Mimi, who is 

completely authentic, has credibility and is one of the most entertaining MCs. And then 

everybody’s pissed off at Mimi, because she tells the truth – that means they have 

problems with these issues in Serbian society.  

 

In this way, authentic does not mean close to the original African-American sentiment, but 

close and perhaps true to the region that these artists are representing, something that Juice 

addressed in his videos. They represent and discuss local issues and they are more true or real 

to their audience. This relates to Thornton’s work (1995), who has discussed authenticity in her 

book Club Cultures. She says that ‘authentic’ can also mean being true to your community or 
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representing community. In other words, authenticity is how real the musicians seem to their 

audience and the lived reality of that audience.   

 

Juice ushered Dizel aesthetics into Hip Hop and it automatically opened up a whole new layer of 

meaning to the Dizel subculture, which was now viewed as real and local and consequently also 

that rap music utilizes those symbols because it is connected to the experiences from the lower 

strata of society:  

Throughout the album it was clearly shown that the concept relies on the premise that 

rap should represent the urban life through local symbols, a victorious tone, and from 

the street level – or more precisely, from the perspective of the working and lower-

middle class kids – and that Dizel subculture and its worldview are the most appropriate 

local equivalent of the street culture of American inner cities (Music & Vukcevic, 2015: 

100) 

By doing this, Juice inadvertently became the godfather of the third wave of Hip Hop musicians 

in Belgrade, who whole-heartedly embraced the Dizel subculture and Turbo-folk aesthetics and 

sounds in their music. This is the generation that did not have first-hand experience of this 

subculture, as most of them were born in the 1990s. It also opened up the possibilities for the 

reinterpretation of both Dizel subculture and Turbo-folk for the new generation by viewing 

them as an empowerment tool for the working class or for an average person connected to the 

street culture.  

6.6 Bombs of the Nineties and new leftist approach 

Bombe devedesetih (The Bombs of the Nineties) are an example of the new rap bands with 

leftist ideology that do not shy away from using Turbo-folk and Dizel subculture in their songs 

or the subculture’s visual style such as Cappa tracksuits and trainers.  They play with the idea of 

the Serbian 1990s firstly with their name, which could be a reference to the Yugoslav wars in 

this decade. However, Papovic and Pejovic (2015) believe that this reference has a deeper 

meaning talking about a generation that has been through wars, poverty and economic 
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hardship: ‘In this sense “The Bombs of the Nineties” subvert historic references and purposely 

intimidate the public, reminding them of the wars in the nineties, by drawing attention to its 

living consequences’ (Papovic & Pejovic, 2015: 119). In this way they are creating a new identity 

for the contemporary Serbian youth ‘whose social position is at the same time the consequence 

of the bombs of the nineties and a ticking bomb’ (ibid, 2015: 120).  

 

One of the best examples of how this works in a song can be seen in lyrics of Mimi Mercedes 

(once a member of Bombe devedesetih, now a popular solo artist) and her song ‘MMM’: 

‘Everybody’s wondering whether the country is decaying because of the likes of me, or is it that 

the decaying country creates the likes of me’. In this line Mimi is shifting the dominant 

discourse that the youth are to blame for their own actions, and by this she is shifting the 

responsibility from today’s Serbian youth to the state of society that created such youth. This 

also aligns with the idea that Turbo-folk and Dizel did not make Serbia’s youth and culture less 

political and resistant in Serbia but was just something that youth preferred to consume. Their 

idea to implement Turbo-folk and Dizel elements in their music also has a class reference as 

discussed by Delic (2012), because they see that these elements were mostly used by the lower 

classes of society in Serbia to which the band say they belong. The group’s appropriation of 

these elements means reaching out to those layers of society and empowering them through 

this sort of subversion, which is in line with their leftist ideology. This means that they reject the 

idea that Turbo-folk or Dizel subculture were something negative in 1990’s Serbia and are 

reinterpreting them as something that was consumed by the lower classes and can therefore be 

used as an empowering tool for them. The problem that Papovic and Pejovic see in this rather 

loose ideology, is that although Turbo-folk and Dizel subculture can be seen as the music and 

culture of the 1990’s working classes in Serbia, at the same time it was consumed by 

nationalists and in Belgrade’s urban circles they are only seen as the genres and aesthetics that 

accompanied Serbian nationalism and war-mongering. The authors believe that their leftist 

ideology will not reach those with nationalistic leanings, who will not see any kind of 

empowerment or irony in what the band does but will take the use of Turbo-folk and Dizel at 

face value, without any kind of reinterpretation or subversion.  
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However, what has happened to Hip Hop in Belgrade over the past ten years, is that a new 

generation of rappers and a new generation of fans were ready to change old school Hip Hop 

and incorporate elements of Turbo-folk in their music without any apologies. This element 

alone demonstrates what Webb (2004) calls dispositions, relevancies and typifications, which 

are a part of a specific Belgrade milieu from which these fans originate. Several of my 

respondents were commenting on today’s Hip Hop audiences and Serbia. Nikola Jovanovic from 

SAE University in Belgrade, says that today ‘kids are ok with both Silvana [Silvana Armenulic, a 

1960’s folk star in Yugoslavia] and Nirvana. They are free of political burden’. MKDSL, an 

electronic DJ, says that ‘new kids have a different viewpoint of the world, and they are not 

ashamed of folk musicians. I am sick of this elitism’. Galeb Nikacevic, in his article on the 

website Serbian Vice, stated that ‘new generations were, actually, ready for the ‘new age’, 

which was waiting for them, whereas those who did not succeed in adapting ceased to be 

relevant like dinosaurs and vanished from the scene’ (Nikacevic, 2018). Svetlana Djolovic 

believes that new kids are also tech-savvy and somebody who knows how to use technology to 

produce a very modern sound that is closely following what happens in the western charts, and 

that the problem with the fact that some older musicians or fans cannot accept this sound is 

the biased 1990’s view that most of them have:  

 

We [who witnessed the 1990s in Serbia] are burdened with this social context and 

divisions that this music from the 1990s represents for us. We do not have an unbiased 

view on that, like some regular consumer of pop music in the world has. We say this 

singer is the wife of a former criminal [referring to the biggest Turbo-folk star Ceca, who 

used to be married to war criminal Arkan], this singer used to sing folk music, this singer 

used to sing Kralj Kokaina (Cocaine King originally sung by Eurodance group Moby Dick, 

whose singer Ana Stanic now has a successful pop/indie pop solo career). There’s always 

some heavy drama around it… Here because of the absence of a [regular] market they 

have to try out thousands of things to get to their own expression.  

 



188 
 

This viewpoint is echoed in the responses of some old school rappers that I interviewed. 

Aleksandar Dzankic, former member of the first-wave Belgrade rap group Who Is the Best and 

author of 1990s Hip Hop radio show Geto, said that today ‘Hip Hop in Serbia is dead, or in the 

best-case scenario on life support. The kids are no longer the same as we used to be, they listen 

to rap together with Ceca and Dara Bubamara (both Turbo-folk singers)’. Struka, one of the 

frontrunners of the second wave rappers in Belgrade, thinks that while transitioning from 

underground to mainstream music ‘Serbian Hip Hop has lost its spine and disintegrated. It 

adapted to other music genres in order to please the taste of the wider masses’. This division 

between old school rappers and the new wave of rap musicians from the 2010s mirrors the rift 

from the 1990s between those who listened to Turbo-folk and those who listened to old school 

Hip Hop or rock music. Nevertheless, young people who did not witness these deep social 

divisions from the 1990s in person are changing this position and this can be seen in the latest 

wave of Trap musicians.  This new wave of rap musicians is mostly supported and promoted by 

the Bassivity label, which has artists like Coby and Rasta, and who produced and penned many 

popular songs in the last few years. Moreover, IDJ videos also promote this new generation. 

The company has a very influential YouTube, TV channel and a label. Galeb Nikacevic from Vice 

believes that this generation of Hip Hop, which also may be categorized also as a form Trap 

music, is the ‘new and legitimate pop culture, whether we like it or not…and this is the key role 

of the Bassivity label today – they are creating this middle ground that is forming a popular 

vertical [business niche] according to which all else is built. Without that kind of music, we 

would still be fumbling in the dark’ (Nikacevic, 2018). Relja from Bassivity records says that his 

label was always on a mission to establish new mainstream music in Belgrade because ‘we have 

no middle ground. There is no pop culture. You have alternative and Estrada (showbiz). It is 

very hard to be in between these two. Bassivity has always tried to be somewhere in between’ 

(Vice, 2018).  

 

Nikola Jovanovic, a lecturer of Music Business at the SAE Institute in Belgrade discussed in his 

interview with me that since there is no official airplay, sales, download or streaming charts in 

Serbia, and there is no way to confirm the level of popularity of certain artists and genres, 
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YouTube views and concert attendance is the best thing to go by in determining this. Many trap 

songs have 50+ million views on YouTube, which is twice as much as the number of citizens 

from the whole of former Yugoslavia. The Head of IDJ videos, Djordje Trbovic, says in a video 

documentary on the biggest trap stars Coby and Rasta that the IDJ Youtube channel has 2.5 

million subscribers and 3.3 billion views in the period from 2011-2018 (Vice, 2018) and in the 

same documentary talks about Rasta’s solo concert at the Belgrade Arena in front of 20,000 

people. What is evident is that with the third wave of rappers, Hip Hop in Belgrade became 

more widely popular and more mainstream compared to its beginnings. However, what is most 

significant about this new wave of artists is closely connected to the downfall of the music 

industry in Serbia since the split of Yugoslavia, where major labels, sales, royalties and many 

other parameters that were crucial for the Yugoslav music industry were no longer important. 

As is mentioned in the Vice documentary, a whole new generation developed literally under the 

radar, and became commercially successful without anyone’s help, people who came from 

nothing (Nikacevic, 2018). This is the main difference between this new generation and the first 

generation of rappers who all came from middle-class backgrounds and were people who in the 

late 1980s and 1990s had enough money to travel, be ‘in the know’, and produce Hip Hop 

songs. Coby, Rasta and Djordje from IDJ videos all say they came from working class 

backgrounds and started their businesses completely penniless. Coby’s signature 2018 song 

Biseri iz blata (‘Pearls from the Mud’) underlines how he came from the ‘mud’, that is from 

poverty, and that his journey to the purchase of his first BMW was not easy at all, being a poor 

kid from southern Serbia who used to live from day to day. However, the message we get from 

all of them could be summed up by a quote from Relja from Bassivity records, who dropped out 

of high school to become part of the Hip Hop scene: ‘If I could do it, anyone can do it’. This 

entrepreneurial spirit of the new generation is the main trait of today’s most popular Hip Hop 

artists in Belgrade, who are unapologetic about using Turbo-folk elements and reviving 1990’s 

Dizel culture in their music and do not see a problem if other people think that by doing this 

they have ‘sold out’. The following section of this chapter illustrates how these changes in both 

making and consuming music are not only a sign of the times globally, but also are a reflection 

of a very specific Belgrade milieu.  
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6.7 Milieu and Omnivorousness 

 

A new generation of rappers has emerged who have a different view on Turbo-folk and the 

1990s as compared with the generation who were themselves young during the 1990s. The 

reason for these changes could be twofold – firstly, the now ubiquitous use of Turbo-folk in Hip 

Hop and the connotations from the 1990s that are not important to a young generation. As 

explained in the previous section, there are two views on the inclusion of Turbo-folk into Hip 

Hop, one that says that Turbo-folk belongs to a group of ‘politically purposed’ genres (Lena & 

Peterson, 2011), sponsored by the state and used as a propaganda tool. This view was 

contested by several authors (Vukcevic & Music, 2015; Delic, 2012), who claim that it was a 

laissez-faire approach and that it was not used by the government for such purposes. Jennifer 

C. Lena & Richard A. Peterson say that there were some reasons why Turbo-folk experienced a 

sort of catharsis and transformation from politically purposed genres into ‘a sort of Balkan pop 

music’ (2011: 582), which is due to facing the past in the form of the prosecution of military and 

civilian personnel by international war crimes tribunals and closer ties with the EU ‘wrought by 

expansion of EU membership’ (ibid, 2011: 582).  

 

A second reason could lie in taste cultures (Bourdieu,1986) or the fact that NCFM and Turbo-

folk were considered the product of a rural Serbia, and this rural Serbia in the process of 

urbanization came from the village to the city (Vidic-Rasmussen, 1995) or in the case of Turbo-

folk as the refugees from former Yugoslavia and from low-life criminal milieu (Kronja, 2004; 

Gordy, 1999). Due to this, there was a huge divide between the so-called highbrow and 

lowbrow culture in the 1990s, where rock’n’roll and electronic music were considered 

highbrow culture. The appreciation of these genres was much like the ‘appreciation of fine 

arts’, which marked the high status in the late 19th century used as ‘an attempt to distinguish 

‘’highbrow’’ Anglo Saxons from the new ‘’lowbrow’’ immigrants’ (Peterson & Kern, 1996: 900). 

In this case, lowbrow immigrants preferred popular entertainment at the time and this could be 
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parallel to NCFM and Turbo-folk consumers who largely came from other cities. The first 

generation of Hip Hop artists sided with highbrow culturists together with rockers, punk rockers 

and electronic musicians. As was mentioned before, they were showing contempt towards the 

Dizel subculture, folk musicians, immigrants and refugees. Things started to change with the 

second wave of musicians and the change was complete with the third wave of rappers that 

became open to incorporating Turbo-folk in their music. The explanation for this move could be 

that this change in taste resulted from the shift from snob to omnivore that ‘relates to status-

group politics influenced by changes in social structures, values, art-world dynamics, and 

generational conflict’ (Peterson & Kern, 1996: 900). According to Peterson and Kern ‘among 

highbrows, the snob is one who does not participate in any lowbrow or middlebrow activity 

(Levine, 1988), while the omnivore is at least open to appreciating them all’ (ibid, 1996: 901). In 

a changing political, social and economic environment in Belgrade from the 1990s onwards, the 

shift in taste cultures occurred and the Hip Hop music scene is one of the examples where this 

shift took place, when Hip Hop started mixing with Turbo-folk aesthetics and the audience 

became more omnivorous in their tastes accepting readily the mix of these two genres. 

Therefore, milieu could be the best fit as a conceptual framework for Hip Hop in Serbia, as it 

implies that by bringing their own history to the table, members actively produce a certain 

milieu. According to Webb, who first applied the term milieu in relation to popular music: 

   

The idea of milieu starts off with a sense that we are rooted in certain types of social 

practice, and in the Shutzian phenomenological tradition, we develop a stock of 

knowledge and set of dispositions, relevancies, and typifications that are situated within 

the particular social space that we have grown up in (2004: 31).  

 

The trajectory of Hip Hop in Belgrade from its beginnings is showing the signs of what Webb 

describes here. It is deeply rooted in behaviours of a certain type of people who grew up in a 

specific space and at the same time draws on the knowledge that comes from a particular 

place, in this case, the city of Belgrade. And over time it continues to be informed from local 

social practices as is shown in the changes in sound and attitude in the third wave of Hip Hop 
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artists. The incorporation of Turbo-folk and Dizel subculture into hip hop is showing how Hip 

Hop continues to be informed by local sounds and social practices drawing on specific Belgrade 

knowledge.  

 

6.8 Conclusion  

 

At the time when it emerged in the late 1980s, the local Hip Hop scene was still considered a 

part of the Belgrade urban rock’n’roll scene, and mostly produced and consumed by a closed 

circle of urban middle-class kids who were ‘in the know’ of what was going on in the global Hip 

Hop scene. After a little more than a decade, when the democratic changes in Serbia happened, 

it became more diverse in style and sound and more influential with the younger audience, 

bringing social activism and nationalism into their songs. A decade after the democratic 

changes in Serbia it became music for the masses when the actors from the scene became 

more open to mixing the original sound and ideas of Hip Hop with locally produced Turbo-folk 

music and Dizel aesthetics from the 1990s. This earned them a larger audience and allegedly 

brought them closer to young people outside the Hip Hop scene who enjoy listening to both Hip 

Hop and Turbo-folk music. At the same time that caused a rift within the rap scene between the 

old school rappers and the new hip hop artists. The cause of this rift lies in the fact that the old 

school rappers think that Hip Hop should remain true to its US origins and rap ethics, and to the 

grounds on which it was originally built on in the late 1980s in Belgrade. This particularly refers 

to not mixing Hip Hop music with the rather controversial Turbo-folk sound and Dizel 

subculture commonly associated with the rise of nationalism in the 1990s. The new scholarly 

treatment of Turbo-folk and Dizel subculture, as well as the bands that use these elements in 

their music reevaluate these 1990’s phenomena as authentic local cultural phenomena 

compatible with Hip Hop because of its street credibility and as it includes their biggest 

consumers – the working class.  
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It is also classifying the urban milieu of Hip Hop consumers, mostly old school rap fans, as 

cultural elitists unable to embrace something from their local culture and unable to accept the 

winds of change in Belgrade’s Hip Hop scene. This is why the elements of the Belgrade Hip Hop 

scene typify Webb’s interpretation of milieu, as this scene has been strongly rooted in the social 

practices of Belgrade youth from its inception in the 1990s to the present. Out of all three 

music scenes analysed in this study, this scene is one of the best reflections of social, political 

and cultural changes in the city, and one of the best indicators of divisions in Serbian society to 

the so-called First Serbia (more conservative, nationalistic and locally-oriented people) and the 

Second Serbia (more liberal and globally-oriented people) through the style, lyrics and 

aesthetics used in their respective songs. This shows that the 1990s, as the most traumatic 

period in Serbia’s recent history, are still defining Belgrade’s current Hip Hop scene, which 

consequently makes it different from other Eastern European Hip Hop scenes. However, a new 

generation of young people who form a large part of the audience for Hip Hop in Belgrade is 

bridging this gap. As several of my respondents claim, the majority of them do not have 

problems with consuming either type of Hip Hop music, that is, with or without national folk 

elements. As Svetlana Djolovic, a radio DJ said in her interview, the main reason for this is 

because the new generation does not have the same cultural baggage as the generation before 

them. This could easily become the norm for future followers of Hip Hop in Belgrade, for whom 

the divisions from the 1990s could become a thing of the past.    
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis draws on the concept of ‘scene’ as its framework to contribute new knowledge from 

the perspective of Belgrade’s music scenes. The three music scenes analysed in this PhD all 

come from the Rock’n’Roll tradition but are by no means an exhaustive list of scenes from 

either Belgrade or the country of Serbia overall. The absence of other music scenes, particularly 

one of Serbia’s biggest scenes, Turbo-folk, means that this PhD does not represent a cross-

section of Belgrade music scenes, but that it is a selection of scenes that are closely related to 

each other in sound and origins. This concluding chapter summarizes the key points made in 

the thesis, considers possible drawbacks in its methodology and, finally, suggests where future 

research could be done based on the findings of the thesis.  

 

One of the key conceptual threads in all three scenes, which is manifested in different ways, is 

that they all came into their own in the 1990s. This was a time of crisis, war and political 

upheaval, and this left a mark on all of those scenes. Dealing with national realities and 

responding to them was what each of the scenes have done in their own unique ways. The 

thing that was joining these scenes together was not just their rock’n’roll past, but also (and 

most importantly) their anti-government sentiment in the 1990s. All members of these scenes 

were openly against the rule of Slobodan Milosevic, and they were all part of the social protests 

from the 1990s. Even though the majority of bands who were supporting the 1996/97 student 

protests, and later were part of the concert tour in 2000 which called young people to get out 

and vote, were Indie Pop bands there were also several bands from the EDM and the Hip Hop 

scenes that were involved. Lyrically speaking, those artists writing the most direct protest songs 

were Indie Pop musicians, and they were arguably the voice of the common people in this 

period. The 2000s brought the democratic changes in Serbia and this is the period of the 

‘changing of the guards’, as it were, when Hip Hop musicians carried the torch of the Indie Pop 

musicians, becoming the voice of the people, writing conscious rap about problems in society 

under the new democratic regime. Indie Pop musicians took a ‘back seat’ here, and a new wave 

of Indie Pop musicians called the New Serbian Scene, formed around 2007, did not write many 
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anti-government songs, or songs dealing directly with what was wrong in Serbian society. A 

decade into the new millennium, Indie Pop became more underground in its style and status as 

compared to the beginning of 2000s when rock’n’roll was the soundtrack of the changes. In the 

EDM scene, DJs became more commercial and Belgrade’s nightlife became more commodified. 

The Hip Hop scene started toying with the Dizel subculture of the 1990s, the Turbo-folk genre, 

and the globally popular Trap music to become one of the most commercially successful genres 

both in Belgrade and across Serbia.  

Regardless of the fact that some musicians became more commercial, this generation of 

musicians did not have much media exposure, most of them not releasing their albums with 

major labels, and, in most cases some kind of social networks were more important than 

mainstream media or labels. This again refers to all three scenes, even though it is most evident 

in the Indie Pop Scene. This is also the reason why they are referred to as music worlds, using 

Crossley’s (2015) definition of the scenes that heavily rely on social networks.  

The post-1990s period saw the resurgence of collaborations between artists from former 

Yugoslav republics. Tim Judah dubbed this phenomenon the Yugosphere (2009), in which after 

a decade of a series of wars in Croatia, Bosnia and Kosovo, the connection between musicians 

from the Yugoslav region was re-established. This refers to all three scenes, although Indie Pop 

and Hip Hop musicians collaborated the most.  

The term subcultural capital is something that pervades these three music scenes and was 

particularly associated with the EDM scene and Belgrade’s nightlife. It is assumed that the city’s 

nightlife attracted a lot of people both from the EDM scene and techno tourists who were in 

search of this subcultural capital in many of Belgrade’s dancing hubs. Also, the first wave of 

rappers were rich in subcultural capital, as they were pioneers of this genre in Belgrade and 

Serbia and had to bring in this knowledge from their US counterparts. Another concept that is 

relevant to Belgrade’s music scenes is milieu, which shows how most of the artists from these 

scenes are specific to a certain locality. The artists are bringing their biographical stories to the 

songs, and this is particularly evident in the lyrics of Hip Hop groups. One of the characteristics 

of a milieu is also struggle, which in the case of various members of Belgrade’s music scenes 

could be interpreted as the socio-economic and political struggle of artists, especially during the 
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turbulent 1990s. And this particular period of struggle has made their milieu different from 

other scenes in Europe. What follows now is a summary of findings for each individual scene 

covered in the thesis.  

One of the key themes in the Indie Pop chapter is social protests, or more precisely the role 

that Indie Pop musicians played in 1990’s anti-government protests in Belgrade. Since they 

were part of the protests, and wrote many songs that were accompanying the protests in 

Belgrade, many have dubbed the October 5th (2000) democratic changes in Serbia as the 

Rock’n’Roll revolution. This is one of the rare examples of this kind of connection between 

music and social protests in Europe following the fall of the Berlin Wall, and has raised a 

question whether music can still be instrumental in making changes in society, first of all 

Serbian society, but also in a more global context. The findings from this research suggest that 

almost half of the respondents who took part in the fieldwork do not believe that this kind of 

change is possible, and the other half believe that there could be changes on a macro and micro 

level. Macro level involves major events like social protests in a country, whereas micro level 

changes refer to the changes on a more individual level, which can affect a person’s value 

system. Only when such individuals come together can macro changes occur.  

 

Another important theme for the Indie Pop scene is social networks or music worlds, as 

described by Nick Crossley (2015). The findings show that social networks are crucial for smaller 

close-knit communities, and that Belgrade is no exception to this. This implies that the absence 

of major labels and proper media support does not impede the development of a music scene, 

because there are highly developed social networks in their place. These networks are very 

important in terms of collaboration, where many musicians belong to several different bands, 

and in the fact that instruments are often exchanged between musicians. It also means that 

there is a tight collaboration with publishers and smaller independent labels that are part of the 

scene. Social networks extend beyond the borders of Belgrade and Serbia and into the ex-

Yugoslav region, meaning that bands from Belgrade collaborate with the ones from Zagreb and 

Ljubljana, and have concerts in Croatia and Slovenia, for instance. The fact that bands from 

Belgrade tour the region, also means that trans-local scenes help those bands in a financial way, 
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being a big support to the Belgrade Indie Pop scene in general. Some of the bands are signed to 

ex-Yugoslav labels, like Repetitor who are signed to a Slovenian label, which helps the 

promotion of such bands in the region as well. Therefore, the music worlds that characterize 

Belgrade Indie Pop scene are actually trans-local in nature.  

 

The EDM scene covers two strands of electronic music – Synth-Pop and DJ electronic music. 

There are several findings on the Synth-Pop scene. Since it was most popular and commercially 

successful in the 1980s, the implication is that there is a connection between the economic and 

political situation in the country and this genre. The 1980s was a fairly prosperous and peaceful 

period in Belgrade and the former Yugoslavia, and this was the period when Synth-Pop was 

very successful. The 1990s which were a period of wars in Serbia and ex-Yugoslav region saw 

the absence of this genre from the Belgrade scene, and the implication is that a period when 

more masculine/warrior traits were seen as positive was not a good period for Synth-Pop 

music, which was perceived locally as more feminine in nature. The 2000s saw the return of this 

genre, but this scene is now less developed than in the 1980s, and as per the suggestion of Ida 

Prester, one of the singers from this genre and my interviewee, people listen to Synth-Pop only 

when they are financially provided for, when ‘everything is in its right place’, which was not the 

case during the transitional period of Serbia.  

 

The DJ scene was born in the 1990s and the findings from the analysis presented of this scene 

in the thesis suggest the following about the scene from this period. First of all, specific venues 

were very important, both in times of peace, and during the period of bombing (1999), when 

the main techno venue Industrija used to serve as a place for people to gather and share their 

experiences of everyday life under those extraordinary conditions. Second, dancing was seen as 

a form of resistance, with venues serving as sites of opposition in times of anti-government 

protests in the 1990s, meaning that in areas affected by war, crime and corruption, dancing 

takes on an additional layer of meaning.  
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In the 2000s the digital revolution changed the position of DJs, as the equipment became 

cheaper and more readily available, which meant that not only young people from the upper 

middle class could become DJs, but people from different backgrounds. It also meant that fees 

for DJs on the market became as low as 30 EUR per night, leading to many professional DJs 

finding it hard to get the previously higher fee for performing their sets. In case of Belgrade’s DJ 

scene, what set apart those more professional DJs from the amateur ones was their back 

catalogue, as they were the only ones creating and releasing their own music. However, unlike 

the more popular DJs from around the world, Belgrade DJs are not famous for their own music, 

but for producing their own sets. This also drew comparisons between local and global DJs and 

their own music and the originality of it. Most of the respondents agreed that there was 

nothing particularly authentic in the EDM genre in Belgrade, compared to this genre globally, 

but that this is more reserved for genres such as Ethno-Pop, which is based on Serbia’s local 

folk sound.  The DJ scene is also characterised by the underrepresentation of female DJs, and 

the findings show that female DJs are often excluded from social practices and informal scene 

networks where they can learn the craft of DJing. The findings also show that there is special 

link between LGBT representatives and electronic music, and that this music also serves as a 

source for both empowerment and hedonism for LGBT people.  

 

 

Nevertheless, there was another thing which made this scene famous around the globe, and 

that is Belgrade’s nightlife, which made headlines in the foreign press earning Belgrade the 

nickname of ‘the new Berlin’. The thesis compared the position of Berlin to Belgrade in terms of 

their historical background and nightlife. It was concluded that Berlin used to have the tag of 

‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’, and that the current position of Belgrade is the one of 

‘becoming’, becoming both the ‘new Berlin’ and becoming a nightlife hotspot in its own right. 

Some of the respondents who were asked to comment on this qualification of Belgrade as the 

new Berlin agreed with this. Some thought that qualification of this was coming too late, some 

that there are socio-economic reasons why Belgrade cannot be the new Berlin, but only 

something like a regional variation of Berlin, and those who thought that Belgrade is authentic 
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enough to not be called new Berlin and to have its own unique identity. The hypothesis 

presented in the thesis is that Belgrade owes this qualification and the spotlight it has in the 

media to its subcultures and scenes; that without a rich history of subcultures dating back from 

Yugoslavia and its EDM scene, it would not attract the attention of techno tourists.  

 

The final scene examined in the thesis is the one around Hip Hop. One of the key points in the 

analysis of Belgrade’s Hip Hop scene is that in the beginning of the 2000s Hip Hop started 

channeling the voices of young people and had influence over them. The so-called conscious 

rap became the voice of the disenfranchised youth in the democratic period of Serbia and thus 

continued the work of the Indie Pop scene from the 1990s, who were critical of the then-

current political regime. In a way, it became a new version of Punk, being close to this genre in 

its rebellious attitude and fighting spirit. The only difference from Punk was in race, because Hip 

Hop is a rather homogenous white culture in Belgrade.  

 

The second wave of rap also produced several bands with nationalistic songs, and this change 

happened after the democratic changes in Serbia (2000). Although some of these songs could 

be classified as patriotic songs used to boost the morale and the unity of the Serbian people, 

many of them have crossed this line. Instead of rapping about the hood, which is the basic 

poetic unit of Hip Hop, these bands started rapping about Serbia taking on mythical medieval 

symbolism, and replacing their brothers from the hood with brothers from Kosovo and Republic 

of Srpska (in Bosnia). Rapping about Serbia rather than a specific Belgrade hood became a 

source of cultural capital for the rappers, which is in its essence anti-Yugoslav. Although most of 

the stances were right-wing, the understanding of this post-Milosevic generation of youth in 

Belgrade did not move in a polarized left-right or urban-rural world, but was a combination of 

these elements. 

 

The third generation of rappers is the one where the lasting effects of 1990s, as one of the 

defining moments in Serbia’s history, can be seen. In their leftist view of the 1990s, the third 

wave of rappers subverted the meaning of Dizel subculture and Turbo-folk, which were once 
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seen as the scenes that supported nationalism and benefited Milosevic’s regime. They now 

view these phenomena as authentic to local culture and as the ones that were ‘keeping it real’ 

in the 1990s. By using the aesthetics of Dizel subculture and the sound of Turbo-folk, these 

rappers think they were closer to the experiences of the lower classes and serving as a force for 

the lower classes’ empowerment. Unlike the first generation of rappers who were close to a 

rather elitist rock urban culture, this rather entrepreneurial generation of rappers was 

unapologetic about using the symbolism of the 1990s and in the process brought the music to 

the masses.  

 

This is the reason why the Belgrade Hip Hop scene has most elements of milieu, rather than 

subcultures, because it has roots in types of social practice that are in part locally specific to 

Belgrade. By relating their narratives and histories, the rappers bring their history to the table 

and convey their daily existence through the lyrics of the songs. With the changes in style from 

the first generation of rappers, who were ‘in the know’ and coming from a middle-class 

background with ‘highbrow’ taste to the generation of rappers coming from lower classes 

accepting the 1990s Dizel subculture with ‘lowbrow’ taste, a shift from snobs to omnivores 

occurred. And these omnivores were even more affected by historical and everyday practices in 

Belgrade, making them the representatives of a specific Belgrade milieu.  

 

As for the research methods applied in the thesis, semi-structured interviews allowed for a 

significant amount of data to be collected and with less constriction than closed interviews. I 

worked on establishing rapport with my interviewees, and the friendship method used allowed 

for a better understanding of the participants’ world, which consequently led to the 

participants being more communicative. My insider knowledge helped me gain more trust with 

the interviewees, make them feel more relaxed and helped me have a deeper understanding 

with the participants. This knowledge also helped me reach my gatekeepers more easily, and 

through them get more participants for my study.  
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However, some improvements could have been made to maximize the effect of my data 

gathering and thus the overall impact of this research. More extensive ethnographic research, 

including participant observation and spending time with the members of the scene outside of 

the interviews would have been a better approach. Hanging out with participants in concerts 

and private parties or gatherings with musicians and fans would allow me to watch the 

members of the scene in their everyday activities, would lead me to meet more participants 

from the scene, and ultimately gather more qualitative data. This, however, does not mean that 

the methods I used did not allow me to offer a good portrait of the three scenes in Belgrade, as 

these worked well for the thesis.   

 

Given my past employment as a music journalist in Belgrade, the use of insider knowledge was 

a good approach as it helped me get connected to gatekeepers in the first place and then, 

through them, to other members of each scene. However, this also means that the research is 

somewhat biased in terms of not getting a representative sample of the scenes, which would 

have been more representative if participants had been chosen more randomly. Also, 41 

interviews were done for the three music scenes. Although this is a good number of interviews 

given the time constrictions of fieldwork (the fieldwork lasted for 6 months), a sample of about 

100 participants would have been more representative and less biased. This would have 

allowed me to cover 30+ members from each scene, which could then include 10 media 

representatives, 10 musicians and 10 fans from each scene.   

 

There are several suggestions on how the findings from this thesis can contribute to some 

potential future research. One of the key themes to emerge from the research was social 

networks, which turned out to be extending beyond the borders of Belgrade, or Serbia for that 

matter. Because of the close relationship between individual music scenes in ex-Yugoslav 

countries, I suggest a study on trans-local scenes and their social networks including Serbia’s 

neighbouring countries Croatia, Bosnia and Slovenia. This would provide a better insight into 

how the scenes in the ex-Yugoslav region function, and lead to more findings about the region 

and about the individual scenes themselves.  
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When discussing the EDM scene and the role that some venues like Industrija played during the 

bombing campaign, dancing took the central stage as a form of resistance in times of anti-

government protests and later during the 1999 bombing campaign. This sort of opposition 

through dancing in turbulent times and times of social unrest is something that is worth 

researching and could be applied to areas where the political and social situation is unstable. 

The DJ scene was marked by a significant connection to a queer audience, and also 

underrepresentation of female DJs in the scene in Belgrade. With some bigger names like Tijana 

T in Belgrade now, there is a space for more exploration of gender issues in Belgrade’s EDM 

scene, and the findings from representatives of LGBT members from my study who found EDM 

music as a force of empowerment in their lives could serve as a start for wider research on 

LGBT community in Belgrade’s EDM scene.  

 

As it is one of the most prominent features of Belgrade’s music scenes, Belgrade’s nightlife 

should be the focus of some future research. There are many aspects of Belgrade’s nightlife 

that have not been researched at all, and this could come from the perspective of the night-

time economy of Belgrade, but also from the viewpoint of tourists who come to visit Belgrade 

in the form of techno-tourism. Future research could also be used to shed more light on the 

role of the EDM scene in Belgrade’s nightlife in general, and also the findings from this thesis 

that compare Berlin’s and Belgrade’s nightlife could be used for a deeper and more meaningful 

exploration of the comparison between the nightlife of these two European capitals.  

 

As far as the rap scene goes, nationalism and rap music in European countries with 

predominantly white populations is something that needs to be looked at in more detail. Most 

of the studies so far on Serbian Hip Hop focused on the first two waves and some aspects of the 

third wave of rappers. With the growing popularity of today’s Trap scene in Belgrade, this 

subgenre should become the focus of one of next studies into Trap, including the role of Turbo-

folk in today’s Hip Hop/Trap scene and the reasons for its huge popularity with today’s young 

audience.   
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This thesis discusses three music scenes from Belgrade that have rarely been studied by other 

researches in the English-speaking world. This alone is making it a significant contribution to the 

research in popular music, not only in a local, but also a trans-local sense, as it is providing a 

wider picture of our comprehension of these scenes within New Europe. This thesis has also 

given voice to the members of these scenes to discuss their view of the scenes and as well as 

their everyday practices. Lastly, this research is a companion to other more popular aspects of 

Serbian culture and music that have already been analysed in English like Turbo-Folk, providing 

further pieces of the puzzle in the research of Belgrade’s subcultures, and, more generally, its 

culture.  

The critical contribution to knowledge offered by this thesis consists of an in-depth study of 

Serbian popular music from an empirical perspective. Moreover, it is one of the rare studies, if 

not the first study, that covers the period marking the transition from socialism to a neo-liberal 

economy in the former Yugoslavia, including the commodification of the night-time economy in 

the whole of Eastern Europe. In that process, it underscores how participants of an Eastern 

European music scene and culture have responded to challenges they faced during a period or 

war and the transitional period that followed.   
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Appendix 

 

This appendix provides a list of 41 individuals I interviewed for this thesis. It provides their age 

and occupation at the time when interviews were conducted in 2018 in alphabetical order.   

 

Aleksandar Dzankic (47) Hip Hop journalist, also a former member of Who is the Best 

Aleksandar Milenkovic – Aleksa (32) Fan of EDM music, works as an engineer in an IT firm  

Aleksandar Starcevic – Alek (25) Fan of Hip Hop and Indie Pop music, works in 

telecommunications  

Ana Curcin (33) Americana artist  

Antonije Ercic (33) Fan of EDM and Hip Hop music, works in management  

Bojan Slacala (41) – Leader of Indie Pop bands Artan Lili and Stuttgart Online  

Bojana Vunturisevic (33) Synth-Pop singer, former member of bands Svi na pod and 

Mistakemistake 

Boris Vlastelica (30) Singer of Indie Pop band Repetitor  

Bosko Cirkovic – Skabo (42) Leader of Hip Hop group Beogradski sindikat 

Dejan Boskovic – Bole (48) Head of Ammonite independent label  

Filip Lucanin (20) Fan of Hip Hop music, currently unemployed 

Ida Prester (39) Singer of Synth-Pop band Lollobrigida, also a solo artist 

Ivan Loncarevic (48) Author of Pop Depression radio show, also a sports journalist  

Ivan Ristic – Rista (35) Author of Hip Hop radio show ‘My People’, and the website of the same 

name 

Ivana Rasic – Sajsi MC (37) Hip Hop artist 
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Ivana Smolovic – Ika (40) Singer of Americana band On Tour and Synth-Pop band Intruder 

Jelena Maksimovic (38) Journalist at BBC Serbian, former music journalist  

Magdalena Belic – Magi (40) Radio DJ at Radioaparat 

Marko Milosevic – MKDSL (39) Belgrade DJ  

Marko Nastic (38) Belgrade DJ  

Mia Matovic (34) Fan of Indie Pop music, works as a psychotherapist 

Milan Miljkovic (43) Fan of EDM music, works as a nurse 

Milica Jovanovic (25) Fan of Indie Pop music, Arts History student  

Milos Dasic – Mimi (32) Radio DJ at Radioaparat  

Momcilo Dasic – Moma (28) Radio DJ at Radioaparat 

Momcilo Rajin (64) Music journalist  

Nebojsa Maric (40) Proofreader/translator, former music journalist  

Nebojsa Markovic (42) Leader of Synth-Pop band Intruder, works as a DJ  

Nenad Pejovic (45) Guitarist of Indie Pop band Kanda, Kodza i Nebojsa   

Nikola Jovanovic (36) Lecturer of Music Business at SAE Institute  

Ognjen Kostic – Struka (35) Hip Hop artist 

Petar Janjatovic (62) Music journalist  

Predrag Vukcevic – Bege Fank (39) Hip Hop artist and journalist  

Slobodan Savic – Boban (43) Fan of Indie Pop music, construction entrepreneur  

Sonja Rajin (34) English teacher and former music journalist  

Svetlana Copic (41) Fan of Indie Pop music, works in advertising  

Svetlana Djolovic (45) Radio DJ at Radioaparat 
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Uros Milovanovic (45) Radio DJ on Studio B station, also works in Mascom label 

Vladimir Krakov – Kraka (48) Guitarist of Indie Pop band Presing  

Vladimir Pavic (43) Fan of EDM music, works as an English translator 

Vukan Stojanovic – Wolfgang S. (45) EDM/House music artist 
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