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Greek Traditional Dances and Issues of Cultural
Identity in the Diaspora: the Greeks in Serbia.

Gordana Blagojevié
Ethnologist-Anthropologist

Institute of Ethnography
Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts

Introduction

Traditional dances are one of the most basic elements of the
cultural identity in every nation.' In the focus of our research is
the role of traditional dances in the Diaspora, taking as an example
the Greeks in Serbia today. For the last few centuries Greeks have
been settling in Serbian territory, where they are now an ethnic
minority.>

The study attempts, among other things, to highlight the role
of traditional dances in the life of the multilevel Greek community
in Serbia. Greek songs and, to a lesser extent, traditional dances
are taught as a part of the activities of Greek societies in Serbia
and Serbian-Greek friendship associations, which preserve and
promote Greek culture in the public sphere. These songs are

1. This paper represents the result of the research performed at the SASA
Institute of Ethnography, while the Ministry of education, science and
technological development of the Republic of Serbia provided the means
for the realization.

2. For more on the issues of the Greek national minority in Serbia, see:
Gordana Blagojevié¢, «Sinkhroni Ellines metanéstes sti Servia. Zitimata
ethnikis kai politismikis taftétitas». Paper read at the 4th Balkan Congress
of Modern Greek Studies, Komotini 22-24 November 2019 and submitted
for printing.
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either traditional or written by Greek composers, orchestrated for
polyphonic choir. This study also analyzes the repertoire, the way of
teaching the dances, as well as the role of the choreographers. Greek
traditional dances thus contribute to the connection of the members
of the Greek national minority with each other, but also with the
philhellene Serbs.

Greek Associations in Serbia

During the 20th century there were many waves of Greek
immigration to Serbia, either individually or in groups. It was
caused by wars and unfavorable political conditions.? We have dealt
with this issue more in previous studies, so we will not go back to
it now.*

The first union of Greeks in Serbia «Rigas Feraios» was founded in
the 1920s in Belgrade. Social and political changes from the 1990s to
the present in Serbia, among other things, influenced the formation
of Serbian-Greek friendship associations and various other Greek
organizations in Serbia. The Council of the Greek national minority
in Serbia participates in many different Greek associations, while
many are also active in Serbian-Greek friendship associations.®

These associations, in addition to the members of Greek national
minority, also gather other citizens (regardless of nationality) who
wish to support the activities aimed at preserving Greek identity,
language, customs and culture. These are non-governmental and
non-profit civic organizations. It should, of course, be emphasized

3. G. Blagojevié, «Etnicki stereotipi: Srbi videni o¢ima savremenih Grka»,
Slike kulture nekad i sad, Zbornik 24, Beograd 2008: Etnografski institut
SANU, p. 126.

4. G. Blagojevié, «Sinkhroni Ellines metanéstes sti Servia. Zitimata
ethnikis kai politismikis taftétitas». Paper read at the 4th Balkan Congress
of Modern Greek Studies, Komotini 22-24 November 2019 and submitted
for printing.

5. G. Blagojevi¢, «Etnicki stereotipi: Srbi videni o¢ima savremenih Grka»,
Slike kulture nekad i sad, Zbornik 24, Beograd 2008: Etnografski institut
SANU, p. 127.
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that not all the descendants of Greeks in Serbia are members of
these organizations.

Association of Serbian-Greek Friendship «Kantakuzina»
from Smederevo

The focus of this research is the Association of Serbian-Greek
friendship «kKantakuzina» for the Danube region based in Smederevo
and founded in November 2007.¢ The association is named after
Irene Kantakouzene - Jerina Brankovic (1400 (?) - 1457), who was
wife of the Serbian despot Georgios Brankovic (Purad Brankovic),
who ruled from 1427 to 1456.7 This article is the result of a long field
research. I would like to thank all those who have participated in
this research and especially Mr. Petar Rodiftis-Nadj, the president
of the Serbian-Greek Friendship Society «Kantakuzina» from
Smederevo. The results of the research of this association were
published in one of my previous works from 2014.8 In early 2020, for
the purpose of writing this paper, I did another interview with the
president of the association, Mr. Petros Rodiftsis-Nadj. The data
obtained through the interview showed that in the past six years
there has been no change in the activities of the association.

The association today has around 300 members. Six or seven
families of this number are of Greek origin and the rest are Serbs.
The founders belong to the Greek national minority. Since 2008 the
association has its offices in Smederevo, where its members and
their friends gather. Adult club members pay an annual fee. Since
2010 the association participates in the elections for the national

6. Blagojevié¢ 2014, p. 16.

7. In the folk tradition she was known as the «cursed Jerina». She was of
Greek origin, she was the daughter of Theodoros Kantakouzinos. He came
from the branch of the Kantakouzenes of Thessaloniki, who were related
to the imperial dynasty of the Palaeologans (Spremi¢ 1994, p. 64).

8. G. Blagojevi¢, «Udruzenje srpsko-grckog prijateljstva ‘Kantakuzina’ iz
Smedereva: program, ideje 1 strategije», Etnolosko-antropoloske sveske 24,
(n.s. 13), Beograd 2014: Etnolosko-antropolosko drustvo Srbije, pp. 13-23.
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council of the Greek national minority.?

According to the president of the association, Mr. Petar Rodiftsis-
Nadj, about 20 families in Smederevo have «Greek roots», such as:
Rodiftsis-Nadj, Kotzas-Jovanovic, Klidonas, Paralidis, Solunats,
Dasoukidis, ete.!©

The Activities of the Association

According to the association’s statute, its purpose is to encourage
citizens to unite around a common idea of preserving Serbian-Greek
friendship, reviving interest in Greek traditions, their further
dissemination and conservation. The association organizes various
cultural, musical, charitable and sports events. The association’s
statute emphasizes that its activities are aimed at «confirmation of
Greek history and culture, Greek traditions and customs, learning
of the Greek language.» On the other hand, the idea to direct part
of the activities to organizing events, through which Greeks can
get to know Serbian culture and Serbian customs and traditions is
also cultivated. This could contribute to the development of local
community tourism in Smederevo.!!

The association celebrates as a patron saint (in Serbian: slava)
Saint Demetrius the Myroblyte twice a year: on October 26,
according to the Gregorian calendar used in the Greek Orthodox
Church and on November 8, according to the Julian calendar which
is valid in the Serbian Orthodox Church.

The association offers free Greek language courses for its
members.!? At an initiative of the Association in Smederevo, every
year since 2008 there is a multiethnic event of cultural-recreational

9. G. Blagojevié, «Udruzenje srpsko-grckog prijateljstva ‘Kantakuzina’ iz
Smedereva: program, ideje 1 strategije», Etnolosko-antropoloske sveske 24,
(n.s. 13), Beograd 2014: Etnolosko-antropolosko drustvo Srbije, p. 17.

10. Ibid., p. 17.

11. G. Blagojevi¢, «Udruzenje srpsko-grckog prijateljstva ‘Kantakuzina’ iz
Smedereva: program, ideje 1 strategije», Etnolosko-antropoloske sveske 24,
(n.s. 13), Beograd 2014: Etnolosko-antropolosko drustvo Srbije, p. 18.

12. Ibid, p. 18.
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and competitive character called «International Children’s Easter
Festival, Smederevo», which includes the event with traditional
dances «International festival of children’s art». The Association
participates in the commercial and tourist event «The Autumn of
Smederevo». Every year the Association organizes the «Serbian-
Greek night» with a music program.!?

Within the Association, a department of traditional dances has
been operating since 2010, which since March 2013 formed the
Serbian-Greek Cultural Club (abbreviation SGCC) «Kantakuzina».
The statute of SGCC «Kantakuzina» states that its actions are
aimed at preserving and protecting Serbian and Greek folklore.!*

The president of SGCC «Kantakuzina» is also Petar Rodiftis-
Nadj, while artistic director is Bojan Lukié. The dance group has
about 20 members. These are 6-18 years old children and young
people of school age. SGCC collaborates with the teacher of Greek
traditional dances who has already been mentioned, Costas
Tournidis. In June 2013, Cultural Center of the city of Smederevo
organized a Serbian-Greek night in his honor, entitled «Costas and
us». 1

Among Greek dances in the repertoire, they also have syrtaki. It is
a newer urban dance, inspired by the «hasapiko» dance.'® According
to Petridis, the syrtaki is a simplified version of the ,hasapiko«
dance, with the same basic steps and variations, but with a different
style.!” However, we must emphasize that syrtaki is a special case,
as the Greeks do not consider it their traditional dance, while for
many foreigners it is synonymous with the authentic Greek dance.'®

13. Ibid, p. 18.

14. Ibid, p. 19.

15. Ibid, p. 20.

16. A. Raftis, Engiklopaidia tou Ellinikoti khorotu, Athina 1995: Théatro
Ellinikén khorén «Déra Stratou», p. 635

17. Ted. Petrides, «The dance of the rebetes» in K. Butterworth and S.
Schneider, S.: Rebetika, Athens 1975: Komboloi, p. 34.

18. G. Blagojevié, «Udruzenje srpsko-grckog prijateljstva ‘Kantakuzina’ iz
Smedereva: program, ideje 1 strategije», Etnolosko-antropoloske sveske 24,
(n.s. 13), Beograd 2014: Etnolosko-antropolosko drustvo Srbije, p. 20.
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This dance got its name as a diminutive of the name of the Greek
traditional dance «syrtos». Most authentic Greek traditional dances
are danced in an open circle, while in this dance the dancers are
in a row, holding their hands on the shoulders of their co-dancers.
It is rumored that the syrtaki was created as a choreography for
the movie «Zorbas the Greek». This film was directed by Michalis
Kakogiannis in 1964, based on the novel by Nikos Kazantzakis «The
Life of Alexis Zorbas». The film was a co-production of Great Britain
and Greece. The music of the film and the dance were composed by
Mikis Theodorakis.?

At SGCC they wear «evzones» type uniforms (24 such costumes
were bought from Athens). In reality, it is the uniform of the
presidential guard, which, again, foreigners around the world
recognize as «something Greek». The association also collaborates
with other cultural and artistic associations from Serbia and
abroad, participating in various events throughout the country.
The audience recognizes them thanks to the stylized costumes and
dance that they include in their repertoire.?°

SGCC collaborates with other cultural and artistic associations
from Serbia and abroad, participating in various events throughout
Serbia. For example, in 2013 they took part in the «Mother
Tongue» in Ivanovo (Banat, northern Serbia), in Mramorak (Banat,
northern Serbia), in the «Sixth International Children’s Easter
Festival, Smederevo» in Mikhailovac, «First International Festival
of Children’s Cultural Festivals», Smederevo.?!

Conclusions

From all the above, it can be concluded that the activities of
the Association of Serbian-Greek Friendship «Kantakuzina» from
Smederevo have as their main goal the promotion of Greek culture
and to serve its members as a «reminder» of their national Greek

19. Ibid, p. 20.
20. Ibid, p. 20.
21. Ibid, p. 20.
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origin. This «reminder» is part of a broader phenomenon that was
particularly present in Serbian society in the 1990s, when many
Serbian citizens «remembered» their origins and traditions.?? The
disintegration of the former Yugoslavia, in which the ideology
of «Yugoslavism» was nurtured, later led to the phenomenon of
«ethnic recollection» on its entire former territory. Various citizens’
associations are being created on an ethnic basis.

Most of the members of the Association of Serbian-Greek
Friendship «Kantakuzina» are Serbs who are positively disposed
towards the Greek cultural heritage. Knowledge of the Greek
language, as one of the most important characteristics of the
national identity, is missing in most cases and for this reason
courses of Greek language are offered. As for the names, which is
also an important indicator of the national (and not only) identity,
in most cases Serbian names and surnames are common.? The main
component of their national identity remained only the memory of
their national origin and their desire to belong to the Greek national
minority.

Using the comparative method with previous studies of the
Serbian Diaspora, we can observe similarities in the choice of
symbols of national identity. That is, where the Greek language
1s missing as the main means of communication, the non-verbal
language of traditional dance at various levels of national identity
plays a very important role.?®

According to the Serbian ethnologist and anthropologist

22. Ibid, p. 21.

23. D. Drljaca, «Licno ime kao oznaka etnickog identiteta», Beograd-
Novi Pazar 1998: Etnoloske sveske 9, pp. 73-81; G. Blagojevié, «Kolonija
Srba u Solunu — liéna imena i etnicko obelezje prema mati¢nim knjigama
(1896-1945)», Beograd 2006: Glasnik Etnografskog instituta SANU, knj.
LIV, pp. 39-45; A. Krel, J. Dordevié¢ Crnobrnja, «Ime i znak: licno ime kao
simbol etnickog identiteta vojvodanskih Nemaca», Beograd 2014: Glasnik
Etnografskog Instituta SANU LXII (2), pp. 113-122.

24. G. Blagojevi¢, «Udruzenje srpsko-grcékog prijateljstva ‘Kantakuzina’ iz
Smedereva: program, ideje 1 strategije», Etnolosko-antropoloske sveske 24,
(n.s. 13), Beograd 2014: Etnolosko-antropolosko drustvo Srbije, p. 21.

25. Ibid, p. 21.
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Mladena Preli¢, the joint performance of traditional dances is a
powerful means of symbolically expressing the unity of the group.?
In addition, research conducted in the Serbian Diaspora has shown
that the culture of immigrants is not the same as that in the
homeland.?” The same is true for members of the Greek national
minority in Serbia. Traditional dances as a kind of «folklore» are a
very useful symbol of national identity, especially to immigrants of
the second, third and later generations.?® The reason for this is the
fact that it is relatively easy to learn a stylized «traditional» dance,
through which the members of a minority can identify nationally,
rather than learn a language. Especially when it is more difficult to
perceive the «foreign accent» in movement and dance.?”

In this research, the members of the Association «Kantakuzina»,
of Serbian and Greek origin, express their unity and solidarity
to the Greek cultural heritage by performing the dance which, in
their opinion, is something typically Greek, dressed in - according
to their opinion - symbolic Greek clothing. However, neither the
syrtaki dance is a traditional Greek dance, nor the uniform of
the honorary presidential guard of the evzones is a traditional
costume. This, however, does not negate the fact that in essence
both are transformed into symbols of their Greek identity, as they
experience, understand and display it. In addition, performance of
SGCC at various festivals contributes to the greater promotion of
this Association, as well as the Greek national minority in Serbia.?®

26. M. Preli¢, Srbi u selu Lovri u Madarskoj tokom XX veka. Budimpesta
1995: Izdan, p. 197.

27. G. Blagojevié¢, «Narodne igre Srba u dijaspori kao simbol etnickog
identiteta: dosadasnja istrazivanja u okviru projekata Etnografskog
instituta SANU», in: Tradicija-folklor-identitet, G. Blagojevié, I. Todorovié
(Prir.), Sremski Karlovei 2010: Institut Akademije SPC za umetnosti 1
konservaciju, p. 36.

28. M. Prelié, Srbi u selu Lovri u Madarskoj tokom XX veka. Budimpesta
1995: Izdan, p. 206.

29. G. Blagojevi¢ «Udruzenje srpsko-grckog prijateljstva ‘Kantakuzina’ iz
Smedereva: program, ideje 1 strategije», Etnolosko-antropoloske sveske 24,
(n.s. 13), Beograd 2014: Etnolosko-antropolosko drustvo Srbije, p. 21.

30. Ibid, p. 21.
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IMepidAnyn

EAAnvikoil mapadoociakoi xopol Kat {nTnpatd moOALTLOTL-
K1¢ vautotntag oty Svacmopa: Ov'EAAnveg oty Lepfia

Ov mapadooiaxol xopol amoteAouv éva amro ta Baolkotepa otovxeia
TNE IOAVTIOMUKIE TAUTOTITAE KAOe Adov. XTo emikevTpo g £peuvag
pag Bploketal o poAOg TOV X0P®OV aUTOV 0Tn S1a0mopd, Iaipvovtag
g mapadevypa toug EAAnveg otn XepBia onpepa. Ov tedeutaior 6w
Kal awwveg eyrkabiotavtal oty ogpBikr) emkpdtela, OIou oNpepa amo-
tedouv eBvikn pelovotnta. Xtn pedétn emxelpeital, petau aAAav,
n avdadelln v pOAGV TV Iapadoolak®V Xopav 0T {®1) Tng ImoAue-
minedng eAAnVikng Kowotntag. Autol 616dokovTal ota mlaiowa Tov
0paoTNPLOTHTAOV TV CUAAOYOV tev EAAnNveov tng ZepbBiag, kabog
Kal TV OUAAOY®V 0gpBo-eAANVIKNG @luAiag, mou 01a@uUAGcooUV Kau
mpowBouv tov eAAnViKO 1moArtiopo otn Snuoola ogaipa. Avadvetar
£IIL0Ng TO PEIIEPTOPLO, O TPOIIOE PETASOONE TWV YVMOOEOV OXETIKA HE
TOUE X0poug, Kabwe Kat 0 poAog twv Xopodidaokdaiamv. Ov eAAnvikol
apaboolakol Xopol ouvtedouv €TolL 0TO Va ouvOEovTAL Ta PEAT TNg
eAANVIKIG £OVIKNG pewovotntag Kal petady toug, aAAd KAl pe toug
@uAeAAnveg XépBoug.
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