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Yugoslavia (1918--1991)

Yugoslavia was established on 1 December 1918 from the southern, Slav-dominated parts of the disintegrated Austrian-Hungarian monarchy and independent monarchies of Serbia (which included present-day Macedonia) and Montenegro. The western half of the country was a part of the Hapsburg Empire, while the eastern half belonged to the Ottoman Empire between about the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries and the nineteenth century. This division added an important distinction to the ethnically, religiously and linguistically heterogeneous character of Yugoslavia. 

In the nineteenth century, Czech musicians played an important role in the development of both music education and entertainment in Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia. In the western regions, Italian and Viennese operetta was particularly influential. Central European dance forms such as the polka, waltz and march were adopted. In order to ‘Europeanize’ the country, Serbian authorities tried to encourage the same type of music, but their subjects continued to prefer traditional music. Important brokers of different traditions were the Roma (Gypsies) and other minority musicians. The influences of Hungarian, Romanian and Turkish folk musics, as well as of Alpine and Italian-Mediterranean traditions was noticeable. 

After World War I, the new country was rather poor. However, with rapid industrialization, various kinds of traditional music were easily accommodated to emerging popular music. Based on Turkish urban music influences, the so-called sevdalinka (a lyrical song performed to a saz-plucked lute accompaniment) became popular in Bosnia while, in other parts of the country, various forms of urban singing became known as gradska pesma/pjesma (literally, ‘the urban song’) -- sometimes called starogradska (old urban song). Together with other traditional material, this repertoire was simply called narodne pesme/pjesme (folk songs). Perhaps this repertoire was the reason why jazz and other forms of Western-originated popular music did not enjoy considerable popularity in the eastern part of Yugoslavia. In Belgrade coffee houses, pubs and restaurants the traditional urban repertoire remained important throughout the first part of the twentieth century.

At the same time, jazz became an attraction in Ljubljana and Zagreb. Though popular dance forms were already introduced at dances (e.g., the tango and fox trot before World War I), it was during the 1920s that jazz combos started to play dance music. The real breakthrough of popular music came with film, records and radio. Films introduced many Italian and German popular songs. However, the most influential medium was radio, established in the second half of the 1920s in Zagreb, Ljubljana and Belgrade.

The first jazz ensemble in the former Yugoslavia was the Original Jazz Negode, formed in Ljubljana in 1922. Zagreb followed with Zagreb-Sinchopaters in 1925. Even though the 1930s were marked by the establishment of several jazz orchestras in Ljubljana, Zagreb and Belgrade, it would be difficult to claim that Yugoslavia experienced anything like the swing craze. The ‘Lambeth walk’ was introduced at that time. Next to jazz, the so-called zabavna muzika/glasba (light music) was achieving increased popularity. Miroslav Biro, Myka Polo, Bojan Adamič and Nenad Grčević are a few names worth mentioning in this regard. At that time, singers performed popular songs that came from either Italy (canzona) or German-speaking lands (Schlager). In Belgrade, Olga Jančevecka was the most famous kafana (pub) singer of the time.

The end of World War II brought dramatic changes. Partisans liberated the country, but also imposed a communist revolution. Although many jazz musicians joined the partisans, jazz itself was considered a ‘capitalist’ threat, so the authorities tried to suppress it. As an alternative, they offered the public a Soviet-style military marches and ‘light’ music. Jazz was sometimes played illegally (or at least half-legally), but it survived. 

Nevertheless, the late 1940s brought a new development to Yugoslav popular music. First, domestic popular music songs were written and the first star singers appeared. After the break with Stalin in 1948, Yugoslavia turned towards the West and, gradually, jazz was accepted and promoted as an important part of domestic music production. 

The domestication of popular music was both spontaneous and enforced. With the electrification of the country radio receivers became accessible to the majority of population. It was not only that radio shaped the taste of people. People took part in designing radio programs as well. In unprecedented interactions of consumers and producers, many different kinds of popular song appeared -- songs sung in languages of Yugoslav peoples. 

At the same time, some singers relied on regional traditional music, so, in addition, new hybrids appeared. From the early 1950s, Slovenian folk-pop music (narodnozabavna glasba) -- inspired by traditional polka and other central European traditional couple dances, and played mostly on the accordion -- was in sharp contrast to various ways of combining the features of traditional Turkish musical with complex rhythms and communal round dance kolo -- characteristic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Macedonia. 

However, the 1950s were a decade of jazz and the pop song. Next to professional orchestras, attached to RTV stations in the capitals of the constituent republics of Yugoslav, many smaller groups appeared and many excellent composers, conductors and performers (such as Bojan Adamič and Miljenko Prohaska) made their most important contributions. 

The concept of stardom appeared with singers of popular music such as Ivo Robić from Croatia. The Croatian capital Zagreb and Croatia as a whole soon became the most prominent center for Yugoslav popular song (the so-called popijevka/šlager/popevka). In 1954, the first national song competition, Zagrebački festival zabavne muzike (Zagreb Festival of Light/Entertaining Music), was launched and, four years later, another national song competition started in Opatija, a city on the northern Croatian coast. The song competition in Opatija later served for choosing Yugoslav representatives for the annual Eurovision Song Contest (Eurosong). 

Many composers wrote pop songs, but it was Nikica Kalogjera who developed a genuine domestic style. These songs were mostly sung in the Croatian and Serbian language(s) and thus were accessible to all inhabitants of Yugoslavia. Those singers from Slovenia and Macedonia who sang in their mother tongues did not achieve national appeal. Among the most important composers in the the late 1950s and in the 1960s were Pero Gotovac, Stjepan Mihaljinec, Mirko Šouc, Aleksandar Korać, Jože Privšek, Jure Robežnik and Arsen Dedić. 

The first acknowledged Serbian pop singer was Belgrade-based Vojin Popović. Following Popović were Lola Novaković and Đorđe Marjanović and, in the 1960s and 1970s, Radmila Karaklajić, Miki Jevremović, Olivera Katarina, Vladimir Savčić-Čobi and many others. Among Bosnian singers, Kemal Monteno, Zdravko Čolić and Seid Memić-Vajta should be mentioned. Slovenian singers such as Majda Sepe and Oto Pestner and the Macedonian singer Ljupka Dimitrovska were well known in Yugoslavia. Croatian singers were the most popular ones, in particular Vice Vukov, Gabi Novak, Tereza Kesovija, Ivica Šerfezi, Krunoslav Slabinac and Mišo Kovač. Their success was not limited to Yugoslavia. They frequently toured the Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries, achieving considerable record sales.

Curiously, in the late 1950s and during the 1960s, Mexican and country and western songs became popular. Several ‘Mexican’ and ‘cowboy-like’ individuals and ensembles appeared. Next to the professional big bands in the capitals of the respective Yugoslav republics, jazz combos played an important role: in Belgrade, it was Spasa Milutinović’s ensemble; in Ljubljana, the Ljubljanski jazz ensemble; and in Zagreb, the groups of Boris Sorokin, Milivoj Koerbler and Mihajlo Švarc. Internationally successful were the RTV Belgrade Big Band under the leadership of Vojislav Simić and an ad hoc combo from Ljubljana. The Yugoslav Jazz Festival, first organized in 1960 in Bled, Slovenia, was a clear sign of jazz’s institutionalization. From the following generation, some internationally recognized musicians should be mentioned: Duško Gojković, Boško Petrović, Tone Janša and Boris Kovač.

In the 1960s, television programs gave an added impetus to the Yugoslav scene, followed by the unprecedented development of the Yugoslav recording industry. Hit records (singles and even LPs) were sold in several hundred thousand copies. 

Rock ‘n’ roll did not emerge until the early 1960s. Karlo Metikoš from Zagreb moved to France, where he performed under the name Matt Collins. Influenced by foreign radio programs and records purchased abroad, young people began to ‘rock.’ ‘Beat,’ as rock music was named, became a craze soon after the success of the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and other British groups. Young people began to play loud electrified music. Initially, they did not have any equipment and did not think of making their own music. At dance parties in schools and local venues they tried to reproduce material as similar as possible to that of their idols. In the late 1960s, they started to compose their own music. 

Among the most successful groups of the time were Indexi (Sarajevo), Kameleoni (Koper), Bijele strijele, Crveni koralji and Grupa 220 (Zagreb), and Zlatni dečaci and Siluete (Belgrade). The EP, ‘Osmijeh’ (1967), written by Drago Mlinarec from Grupa 220 was perhaps the first true Yugoslav domestic rock hit.

The early 1970s brought an unprecedented explosion of rock in Yugoslavia. The Yugoslav rock scene was widely perceived as one of the most attractive rock scenes in Europe. It started with the appearance of several super groups: Time (Zagreb), Pop mašina, Yu grupa and Korni grupa (Belgrade), and September (Ljubljana). But it was a group from Sarajevo -- Bijelo dugme -- that brought rock ‘n’ roll to virtually every home of the former Yugoslavia. Under the leadership of Goran Bregović, the group successfully mixed hard and glam rock with traditional music of the central parts of Yugoslavia. The first LP of ‘shepherd’s rock,’ as some have named it, sold more than 400,000 copies. A few years later, Bosnian pop singer Zdravko Čolić achieved comparable sales.

Though there were other successful rock groups, such as Smak (Kragujevac), Parni valjak (Zagreb) and Teška industrija (Zenica), none of them matched the success of Bijelo dugme. Among the more experimental and underground groups, Buldožer (Ljubljana), was considered the only true cult Yugoslav group.

In late 1977, punk was introduced. Pankrti from Ljubljana and Prljavo kazalište from Zagreb were pioneers of the movement, but it was new wave, developed between 1980 and 1982, that characterized all the plurality and the inventiveness of Yugoslav popular music. If the punk bands from Ljubljana were more radical and noisy (Berlinski zid, Via ofenziva, Lublanski psi), new wave groups from Zagreb imagined life in dance rhythms (Film, Haustor). He Zagreb-based group Azra was a project of the prolific poet and musician Branimir Džoni Štulić. Several inventive and experimental groups appeared in Belgrade, such as Šarlo akrobata, Električni orgazam, Idoli, Disciplina kičme and Ekaterina Velika.

For a while, it seemed that the former Yugoslavia was among the most productive centers of European popular music. From the mid-1970s, Yugoslav pop expanded further, spurred on by the enormous success of some rock groups. Croatian pop groups such as  Novi fosili produced a series of hit singles and albums. Several alternative groups entered the Yugoslav rock scene. Some of them became known internationally. The success of Laibach -- with its provocative stance -- was followed later by Borghesia Both groups were from Slovenia. The most successful group in the 1980s was Riblja čorba from Belgrade, while the last nationally relevant acts were the rudimentary rock group Partibrejkers and ex-Riblja čorba member Momčilo Bajagić Bajaga, both from Belgrade, as well as ‘new primitives’ band Zabranjeno pušenje and teenage pop rock group Plavi orkestar, both from Sarajevo. 

In the 1980s, the popular music scene developed further. The popular music industry blossomed despite the country’s severe economic hardship. Many musicians successfully combined an oriental melismatic style with electronic instruments. Bosnian singer Lepa Brena (Fahreta Jahić) became a major star of the oriental folk pop music known as novokomponovana narodna muzika (newly composed folk music). After the initial success of this music in the 1960s and early 1970s -- with singers such as Predrag Gojković Cune and Lepa Lukić – a new generation of performers started to use new pop music instruments, for example, drum machines and synthesizers. Among these performers were Ljubiša Stojanović -- Louis and Halid Muslimović. Slovenian narodnozabavna glasba went through similar phases, although its market was limited to Slovenia and the northwestern parts of Croatia.

The production of Yugoslav popular music was a commercial undertaking from the start. This means that records were made to sell. The cultural milieu was not exactly supportive of non-commercial, experimental or radically innovative acts. Popular music was strongly connected to the output of radio and television centers in Yugoslavia’s constituent republics. As well as nationally successful acts, there were many more locally important stars. And there were, as well, many little known local musicians performing in restaurants, bars and pubs, especially those specializing in Rom music who played music requested by the audiences. Several Rom musicians were recognized recording artists. The most acclaimed were Esma Redžepova from Macedonia and Šaban Bajramović from Serbia. Yugoslav popular music was at least as complex as the country was itself.
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