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Finding Home
This is a collection of stories and conversations produced by Americans who have fallen in love with 

Balkan folk music and dance. The explanations of “why” are elusive. The reasons can be diverse. In the few 
years that we’ve both come to know Balkan music, it would appear that one theme sums it up: Those who hear 
it, learn it and play it cannot live without it. But it’s still a niche pursuit, and the community is still small. 

In writing this preface, and having read the content repeatedly, we realize how difficult it is to frame 
a subject that we are so intimately tied to. The only fair frame is that these stories are only the stories of 8 people.  
Our hope, through this publication, is to awaken awareness of this creative yet historic music style through these 
interviews. And although they’re just snapshots of long conversations we had, hopefully they will give you some 
context for what you will participate in tonight. 
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You can’t control or foresee what you will end up loving, what you will end up being as a 
result of what you love. This is certainly true for my experience with Balkan music. The passion I have 
for it, and the place it occupies in my life are inexplicable. 

“Inexplicable” is a word that came up a lot in the conversations that inform this small text. 
Sure, you could explain away the fascination with Balkan music and dance with the realities of exotic 
time signatures, intervals, instrumentation, and the need for community and roots in America, but at 
the heart of it, for me at least, there is no explanation. It just brings me joy every time I hear it, play 
it, dance to it, or sing it. It brought me out to Santa Fe, in part. It has been hugely present in my life 
since I discovered it in 2005, in the forms of what I listen to, what I do, where I want to go, and what 
I think about. It took me across the Atlantic to Turkey, Bulgaria, and Greece. It informs many of my 
thoughts and questions about the intersection of art and community. 

But most of all it’s inexplicable, and I’m OK with that. At this point, I prefer hearing what 
others have to say about it, because my experience with it is comparatively short to those who are 
featured in this text.

- Alysha Shaw

editor’s notes



I am a graduate of the Contemporary Music Program at the College of Santa Fe (now Santa Fe Uni-
versity of Art and Design). I was first introduced to Balkan music in 2006 while a part of this music program 
when I was 20 years old. I had transferred to this program as a 3rd year music student, essentially looking for 
something other than what other programs had to offer, I had no idea what I would find.  At the end of my 
first semester at the college, I heard a performance by the Mid-East/Balkan ensemble, directed by Polly Tapia 
Ferber and Paul Brown, and I immediately knew it would change my life.  Although only 4 ½ years have 
passed since that moment, Balkan music has definitely become a prominent part of my musical life and will 
continue to be so.  

Initially, I was drawn to this music for the odd-time rhythms and intricate melodies constructed on 
scales I had never heard in Western music; but as I continue to delve into this music, I am finding a deeper 
passion than just the technicalities of the theory.  The sense of community I have experienced when around this 
music and dance is absolutely incredible, and the pure joy it brings me is almost unexplainable. 

My recent travels in Eastern Europe – to Greece, Turkey and Bulgaria – allowed me to experience 
first-hand some of the cultures from which this music originated; I have fallen in love with it.  Interacting with 
peoples from these countries made the music much more real and also solidified my desire to become even more 
deeply involved in this community both in America and in the East.  

So my curiosity was piqued as to why some Americans, either whom I’ve met or whose stories I’ve only 
heard, choose to make Balkan music & dance culture their life. Through the various interviews conducted for 
this publication I have learned so much about the ever-ongoing community of Americans who perform, teach, 
study, and ultimately just love and can’t live without Balkan music. These stories are inspiring on a completely 
different level, and I hope they will be for you as well.

Folk traditions are an ever-evolving entity that will always be available if you seek them or in some 
cases, you just stumble upon them.  I maintain that nothing is coincidence and am so happy to have found 
music that makes me feel at home more than any other music ever has. 

- Jenny Luna

editor’s notes continued
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Paul Brown has been playing music for 37 years, studying bass 
and improvisation at the Berklee College of Music in Boston, 
and oud and makam with Haig Manoukian and Necati 
Çelik. Comfortable in all styles of music from Eastern Europe, 
he has been house bassist for the East European Folklife Center 
Workshops since 1996.  He currently teaches bass and is co-
director of the Mideast-Balkan Ensemble in the Contemporary 
Music Program at the Santa Fe University of Art and Design.

What first attracted you to Balkan music? 

Originally, it was the Bulgarian Women’s Choir and the harmonies.  
Then, out of that, I started hearing more of the styles of music, 
and all of the rhythms of the different styles really appealed to 
me, being a bass player.  So it was a combination of those two 
things that really got me listening to it. Then I found a band in Los 
Angeles and got a cassette from them, and got even more hooked. I 
didn’t know anything about it, so I just listened to it a lot. When I 
moved to the Bay Area, I heard another vocal group that was based 
there and sounded like the Bulgarian Women’s Choir, but smaller. 
I went to see them, and that’s how I found out about Balkan camp. 
Once I went to Balkan camp, it was all over.

What do you mean by that?

Just that when I saw the scene and heard the variety of the styles, it 
just felt right. It was kind of like I was home. It was something that 
I really wanted to do. Being able to go back and work at the West 
and East coast Balkan camps, and being able to play with all the 
staff members made it even more special for me. So it was all over 
in the fact that I found a home, and it’s been a huge part of my life 
ever since. Both the music and the community, they fascinate me. 

How has Balkan music changed your life? Could you imagine 
your life without Balkan music?

The second question, no. The first question, I’ve gone through 
periods where I’ve thought about not playing music any more. I 
started playing Balkan music, and then I found a good place to 
keep music in me, to keep playing music. And then a few years into 
it, I discovered Turkish music and especially the improvisational 
side of it. It’s given me a new focus that I’m excited about, that 
I’m challenged by, that I like doing. That keeps me fed, musically 
speaking. I play a lot of different styles: I can play jazz, but I don’t 
consider myself a jazz player, because I don’t apply myself in that 
way to it. If I were applying myself I’d learn more inside of it. It 
could change, too—I might get back into jazz or start something 
else—but no, I don’t really see myself as not playing Balkan music. 
There’s too much about it that’s exciting to me; I don’t think that I 
could stop. And being a bass player in that style of music gives me 
a unique perspective on it. There are not a lot of bass players that 
play this style. 

Can you tell the specific story about how you got involved in 
Balkan music?

I went to West Coast Balkan camp in 1994 for a day and was 
hooked on the scene and the redwoods and everything. I went back 

in 1995 with another friend of mine, and we went for a week. At 
that time I met some of the staff members and there was a bassist, 
the house bass player; his name was Alan Cline. He and his wife 
planned to move to Turkey a few months later. He was playing in a 
band at that time, and his band needed someone to cover for him, 
and I was asked to play in that band. While he was gone, Alan 
was killed in an auto accident in Greece. It was a huge blow to the 
community. So all of a sudden, Alan was gone, and I happened to 
have been the person who replaced him in the band, so they asked 
me if I wanted to step into that role the following year in August, 
as the head bassist for the camp. This is the role that I have had at 
camp since 1996, and it is more or less a perfect fit for me. Being 
able to play different styles, being able to learn songs quickly, and 
being fairly personable, makes it kind of the perfect role. I keep 
telling them that they need to find someone else who knows how 
to do it, because it’s better for the community if more people know 
how to do this stuff, but they don’t listen to me. 

Can you describe the Americans who go to Balkan camp and 
why it felt like a home for you?

I felt like I was home because of the support; everyone was very 
welcoming to me. The year I went for one day only, I called and 
told them that I was coming up. But the camp was sold out as they 
only have a limited number of cabin spaces, so they asked me if I 
could tent, and I said, “ Sure.” So I took my tent, but I forgot my 
sleeping bag. George Chittenden, who has been with the camps 
for a long time, said, “Hey, what’s up?” and we started talking. I 
told him about forgetting my sleeping bag, and he went and found 
me a sleeping bag with no questions asked. I went in to dinner 
the first day and sat at the first open seat with Carol Silverman, 
who was one of the people who started the camps, and Michael 
Ginsburg, who teaches brass band. They started asking, “What got 
you interested; why are you here?”  And I thought that was very 
special: there was no exclusion. 

It’s also very multi-generational, which I find fascinating. There are 
kids who go to both East and West Coast camps now. Balkan camp 
was started in the 70’s, and it was a bunch of 20- and 30-somethings 

(photo courtesy of  Paul Brown)
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that wanted a place to play this music. Now, they’ve grown, and 
started having families of their own, so their kids have come. The 
camps have gone through periods of bringing different people in. 

So, it’s multi-generational; it’s very welcoming; it’s a community 
that takes care of its members. The kids can hang out together. The 
different generations like to hang out together. They’re safe there, 
so their parents can go off and do dance classes. Everybody just 
looks out for each other; it’s exciting that way. Now there are kid’s 
bands and kid’s activities so that the kids are taken care of during 
the day and the parents can still do what they love to do. 

I think that when you find something that you are passionate 
about, and when you find others that are passionate about it too, 
it makes it easier to be with them. It’s not about money, it’s about 
passion—and that’s an exciting thing to be a part of. People are 
there because they are passionate about the music and the dance. 
That was another thing that really got me into it. And then add the 
art and music on top of it. 

Has Balkan music in America changed since you’ve come into 
the scene? 

In the last 5-10 years there’s been a major brass explosion, and even 
in the Balkans. Since that movie Underground came out, there’s 
been a brass Renaissance. In America, there have been some brass 
bands that have inspired more brass bands, in Portland and the Bay 
area and New York. And a lot of the members in those bands are 
people in their 20s and 30s, so in that respect I think a lot of the 
younger people are more excited. I think live brass music is more 
exciting in general. But I don’t think that Balkan music is changing 
in America per se. 

America is a hard place to make a living in music. Good music 
will always win out, but will it be popular? Who knows? That’s 
just the way our culture is. We export the vision of market and 
selling things, instead of just creating art, and that’s not good for 
the music. But in America there’s still a lot of good Balkan music 
with the ethnics, especially in New York, where they are actually 
playing this stuff. A lot of world-class musicians who can’t make a 
living in their own country and can’t make a living here are driving 
cabs and limos and might play at restaurants once a week. It’s just 
the nature of this country. And maybe that’s the way it’s supposed 
to be: maybe art is not supposed to make money; it’s just supposed 
to be art.  

Is Balkan folk music viable in America?

It will never go away, but I think it’s a constant struggle to get 
younger people interested in it. I think when people hear it, they 
like it. The players like it. It’s a valid art form, so I don’t think 
it will ever die that way. Will it grow and change? That kind of 
gets into your definition of what art is. I mean, you couldn’t do 
cubism now, and you couldn’t do twelve-tone music. You can’t do 
classical music—it’s not the same, and minimalism isn’t the same. 
John Adams, or Steve Reich—it’s very different than what they 
wrote in this ‘60s because stuff has been heard. So, artists want to 
do something different. 

With folk music, it may be even a little weirder because these are 
older traditions. So, how do you make them vibrant and living 
now, while still maintaining your respect for where they come 
from? Some people dancing to music don’t want to hear live music. 
They only want to hear recordings. I find that a little weird as a 
musician. I think you’d want to hear and experience the interplay 
between dancers and musicians because that’s where the excitement 
is. But a lot of dancers don’t want it to be different. They want to 
know what’s coming up—“Okay, here comes this part”—instead 
of saying, “Oh, well, they are doing this a little longer; let’s do this 
step a little longer.” Part of that comes with your comfort level with 
the dance, the music and the quality of the music. 

Do you think there is a Utopian thing going on in the camps in 
the redwood forest and with the folklore? 

No, I tend to think most people in the Balkan scene are fairly 
grounded, actually. They generally have good jobs and are very 
intelligent people. They just happen to love this.

Is it an unusual example of music and dance form creating 
community?

As opposed to any other music or dance form creating community? 
Not really; it’s what people love to do. It’s got actual value—
especially in a world that leans towards mono-culturalization, 
which is bad. Any monoculture is bad for the life of anything. Any 
biologist will tell you that the less diversity you have, the worse it is 
for culture. I think that’s definitely true for art as well.
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Mark Levy is a co-founder of the Eastern European Folklife 
Center (EEFC).  With a degree in ethnomusicology from 
UCLA, he currently teaches ethnomusicology at the University 
of Oregon School of Music.  He has traveled extensively and 
researched in several Balkan countries, focusing on learning 
traditional village instruments of Bulgaria and Macedonia.

Can you just tell me a little bit about yourself, what your 
relationship to Balkan folklore is and how you got into it?

So, I was in college in the ‘60s, and in the ‘50s the national folk bands 
movement was a huge phenomenon on college campuses all across 
the country. It’s not like today. I started going to international folk 
dancing, and gradually I was just really attracted to a certain kind 
of music and dance, which was Balkan, and especially Bulgarian 
and Macedonian. I just fell in love with it. It was unexplainable. 
So I just tried to get all the recordings I could and just listened to 
everything and learned all the dances. I was dancing for fun every 
night.  You could say I was a “normal” music major at that time. 

There were a few instruments that really grabbed me, mainly gaida 
and zurna. There was, of course, no one to teach me, and there 
were no instruments. 

I moved to Los Angeles after I graduated college, and I did graduate 
work at the music college at UCLA and got involved in the whole 
Balkan music and dance scene there, which revolved around a 
group called Aman, which was a touring, performing Balkan music 
and dance ensemble. It was so great for me, because there were so 
many people concentrated in one place with a shared passion for 
Balkan music and dance. It was just an incredibly lively scene. 

I started going to the Balkans in 1971. During the ‘70s, I made 
a number of summer trips to Bulgaria and Macedonia. So that 
started my habit of hanging around in villages and trying to learn 
by just observing. In Bulgarian and Macedonian village culture, 
there’s no one constantly teaching somebody how to play. You 
just have to hang out and observe, because that’s the way they all 
learned.

So I was there a number of different summers, and I bought 
instruments and learned directly from the villagers and through 
recordings. Meanwhile, working on my musicology degrees, one 
significant thing that happened was I finally had an opportunity to 
play village instruments such as gaida, kaval, gadulka, etc. 

So there were a number of things happening simultaneously. Then, 
I got a graduate teaching assistantship at UCLA. There I led a 
Balkan ensemble and, with the help of my friends, we taught all 
the Bulgarian village instruments: gaida, kaval, tambura, gadulka, 
tupan. These were mainly friends of mine in Aman, and we were 
just meeting separately from the official ensemble rehearsals, 
because we were enamored with these folk instruments, and there 
was not an opportunity to play them in Aman. In Aman, we played 
more clarinet- and accordion-based music, and although I did also 
play clarinet with Aman for awhile, my desire was to play these 
village instruments. So, we started this group called Pitu Guli, 
which was actually the first American group that played Bulgarian 
village instruments. Our mission was to get live music going for 

folk dancing. At the time recreational folk dance groups were only 
dancing to recorded music, and it was unheard of to dance to live 
music.

We acquired a following and performed for a lot of different folk 
dancer types. It just became a subculture within the Balkan dance 
community—really dancing to live music. Every Wednesday we 
took over the music building at UCLA, with this Balkan ensemble, 
and in separate rooms we had a miniature Balkan camp. We had 
all the instruments. I couldn’t have done it without the help of my 
friends in Pitu Guli.

So Pitu Guli was getting hired for a lot of different events, especially 
in Northern California. We were hired to perform live music at 
periodic weekend Balkan music and dance festivals. One of the 
main places for weekend festivals was a place called Sweet’s Mill, 
which was a facility northeast of Fresno. It was a very rustic place. 
You had to bring your own tent and your own food, but that’s 
where a lot of this energy for live music, live Balkan music really 
developed. It happened at these weekend festivals at Sweet’s Mill. 
So, one summer, the fellow who owned the facility, Virgil Bigsby, 
asked me if I wanted to lead a week-long Balkan music and dance 
workshop. I agreed, and this was the first camp in 1974. The staff 
was mainly Pitu Guli. We did that for two summers, ’74 and ’75. 

So, we had done these two week-long workshops at Sweet’s Mill, 
but it was just a little too rustic there, and we wanted to do it on 
our own. So we had the first week-long Balkan Music & Dance 
camp in Mendocino in ’77. And that’s when we invited several 
people from New York. That was one of my visions, to bring people 
together across the country, people who have a passion for Balkan 
music. 

There was an amazing singing group happening in New York called 
Zhenska Pesna. Carol Silverman was a part of that, and there was 
an amazing Macedonian band called Novo Selo. That was the staff 
in that first Mendocino camp:  Pitu Guli, Novo Selo, and Zhenska 
Pesna. So that was an amazing thing, because we all met each other 
for the first time.

So that is the story of the Balkan camps. 

(photo courtesy of  Mark Levy)
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How would you describe Balkan camp to somebody who’s not 
familiar with Balkan folklore and who’s never been to one?

I suppose I would use the word magical. It’s something that 
happens when you get a lot of people in one place who all share a 
passion for something. It’s an explosion. These camps are one week 
long, and all I know is that there’s not much sleeping for a whole 
week. It’s music all day and all night. 

Really, there’s a lot of learning.  Being an academic, the educational 
component was always very important to me, but it’s a lot of 
learning and a lot of fun, too. To start it was experiential learning, 
which I think is so valuable. There was also a lot of chaos. I’ve just 
always loved the way—once it is all set up it just kind of goes.

It seems like there’s a massive community that really seems to focus 
in on the Balkan camps and some specific festivals. The Balkan 
camps especially seem to draw people into the community. Can 
you speak to that at all?

It’s all true. I know it sounds corny, but it’s true, you know? It’s a 
high point of the year for so many of us and the word is community. 
That was my vision. This music is all about community. I saw that 
so clearly when I spent time in Balkan villages. It’s a big family. A 
big concern of mine is that we always be friendly to newcomers. 
That can be tricky if a lot of us old timers have known each other 
for a decade, but we always want to encourage new people.

But, yes, it’s something we think about all year, and it’s always so 
inspiring and tremendous. There are times when I don’t play music 
for a while during the year, but then while I’m at the camp, and 
afterwards, I just feel so inspired to get back to it.

What do you think it is about Balkan music and folk dancing 
that attracts Americans who often have no ethnic ties to any of 
the countries or the folklore?

There are a lot of reasons. To be perfectly honest, what I would say 
applies especially to me is that I was always shy and introverted 
and had difficulty connecting with people. So I found this to be 
a great avenue to be involved in the community, and I feel like I 

grew up to something and connected music to dance. It’s a natural 
way of connecting. Obviously, the dance line is literal connection. 
Whenever I do this kind of music, I just feel like I really belong to 
something, to a group effort. 

I was coming from the classical music scene, which now seems 
so stiff to me, where you’re performing to a seated audience. So I 
always love playing for dancers. It’s such a cool interaction. It’s just 
fantastic energy.

I think it fits a mysterious vibe, for some of us. It’s all about the 
feelings of homage when you feel so connected with others. 

It seems like a lot of people come to it for very different reasons 
as far as things that they like and are drawn to.

Since I teach about music from all over the world, there are times 
when I don’t listen to Balkan music for a while. Then I wonder why 
I learned it to begin with—then I sit down and listen to it, and it’s 
just so beautiful. It’s just so fantastic. How do we verbalize why we 
think something is beautiful or great?

Do you think there are any ethics involved in terms of doing 
fusion music, or in terms of Americans creatively evolving other 
cultures’ musical traditions? 

Oh god, yeah. These are such complicated issues, you know? I think 
the main question about ethics generally comes down to money—
money and acknowledgement, let’s say. For example, let’s say I 
record a gaida player in a Bulgarian village playing something, and 
I bring it back here, sit down, and learn it, then I teach it at Balkan 
camp and I get a salary for teaching that. So that’s going back to 
the village that I learned it from—unless I paid him, which often 
doesn’t happen. So, if there’s money involved, it’s tricky. Personally, 
most of the people I know—Carol, me, and other folks—we try 
to give acknowledgment as much as possible. So if we’re giving 
out a sheet of music or lyrics, we include the name of whom we 
learned it from. That’s at least acknowledgment. As far as financial 
compensation, that often doesn’t happen.
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Amy Mills has been involved in folk dancing since she was a 
child.  Through her various degrees, including anthropology, history, 
international studies, and folklore, and having conducted research 
in several Balkan countries, Amy has a lot to offer to the American 
Balkan community. She currently resides in Los Alamos, New Mexico 
and is heavily involved in balkanalia! and organizing in the Pacific 
Northwest.

Why don’t you tell us how you got into Balkan folk dancing, and 
what the context of that was?

My mom did folk dancing, so there was always folk music around 
the house.  I have always done dancing from several different 
countries, but I tend to be more engaged with Balkan dancing.  I 
think I keep on coming back to it, and I put more of my energy 
into it, because the sense of community is really strong. 

Can you describe line dancing?

Balkan line dancing is not what you think of when you hear “line 
dancing.”  It’s not Country/Western line dancing.  You hold hands, 
and usually dance in a circle, but the circle isn’t always closed. In 
the Balkans, circles tend to go to the right, because in the Balkans 
“to the right” is considered the lucky direction.   One person leads 
the line at the front, and everybody holds hands facing towards the 
middle, while they move.  It’s almost like dancing around a bonfire.  

So, you were basically born into this whole community of 
dancing. Now, there is a very specific community around Balkan 
music and the folk dancing. Can you describe your involvement 
in that? How would you describe that community?

I think you can say there’s one big community, but really there are 
a bunch of different little communities.  But all of them intersect 
at various kinds of events.

I grew up with international folk dancing and there were always a 
lot of Balkan dances.  That’s how I got involved.  I became the most 
engaged when I started going to the Mendocino Balkan Music & 
Dance camps.  I think that those camps create community, rather 
than just rely on an existing community. They treat community as a 
disparate bunch of groups of people. There are people who came to 
it from folk dancing, or because they really liked the music. There 
are musicians who started folk dancing.  There are also professional 
artists from the Balkans.

When it’s the best, you have all of those people together at camp 
or an event, and those dividers, those things that make people 
different like being an ethnic vs. being a folk dancer become less 
important, because the focus becomes enjoying the music, having 
a good time together and being creative.

How has participating in this community, doing these folk 
dances and being involved in Balkan music affected your life?

The Balkan world and the folk dance world in general have 
impacted me in most of the things I think about on a daily basis. 
How do you build community? How do you sustain community? 
I don’t believe you just build community and it kind of sustains 
on its own. It’s like you have to keep putting money in the meter.  

Then there’s more of what you’re saying, what happens when 
Americans transform music into something else, and that’s 
happening in the Balkans too. It’s a very hairy issue and, for me, it 
boils down to acknowledgement and compensation. Those are the 
huge ethical issues, I think. Sometimes people don’t give credit, 
and sometimes credit doesn’t have to be financial. It can just be 
acknowledgment of where you learned it from.

What’s the role of Balkan folk culture in the Balkans—what’s 
the function of folklore? In America do we have something like 
that generally? 

Well, maybe that’s why a lot of us really were attracted to this so 
strongly, because it was part of a human desire that was being 
met. There was music making in an active way and dancing in 
a community involvement way. When we grew up, and it’s more 
extreme now, music was being listened to in a passive way, and 
there wasn’t quite so much live music.

I mean, what percentage of music that’s heard today is really live 
music? Especially with such advanced technology nowadays, it’s so 
easy to become disconnected. So maybe that active engagement, 
that direct participation, is what really attracted us initially—and 
we couldn’t verbalize that, but we’re verbalizing it now. 

I studied piano when I was little, and I hated it without knowing 
why. Now I see it was just such a solitary thing; it was mainly a 
solo endeavor. So when I started playing clarinet in junior high 
school, it just turned my life around, because it was social and it 
was playing with other people. That became the focus of my life 
in junior high school and high school, playing in various bands, 
orchestras, and school, because it wasn’t just practicing piano by 
myself. 

So, what is the function of folklore? Well, nowadays, how do you 
define folklore? You could look at high school concert bands as 
a culture and you could look at folkloristic aspects of being in a 
high school band. Maybe the difference with Balkan folklore in the 
States is it’s not really related to your family heritage and it doesn’t 
really go back that far. When we were hanging around villagers 
in the Balkans, it was just so meaningful to them because their 
parents and grandparents did it, they learned from their parents 
and grandparents, and there’s a historical perspective. Even though 
this sounds like a stereotype, it really created meaning with them 
because they were attached to a place with family histories. Here, a 
lot of us don’t have that.
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I think that’s true for relationships of any kind: being able to 
solve problems when everybody in the community needs to feel 
welcome, needs to feel like they’re allowed to be there. Being 
welcoming to new people, being welcoming to all the folks who 
are involved--even if they’re really, really different.

There seem to be some really heated debates on traditionalism in 
Balkan folklore in America—about how the music should sound 
and how the dancing should be performed—and they seem to 
often come from Americans who are not from the Balkans. Can 
you speak to this?

Folklorists, and people in general, talk about this word “tradition” 
all the time, and it is such a loaded word.   A lot of people in 
both the Balkans and in America think of tradition as something 
that never changes.  Folklorists don’t define it that way. Folklorists 
define tradition as something that has a conservative force and 
a changing force.  There’s always some innovation. And the 
innovation comes from individuals and it comes from groups, and 
it comes from people moving halfway across the planet. And so, 
with that definition, I find it’s a lot easier to understand why people 
get so excited about tradition, because when they’re operating on 
the basis of it being something that is frozen in time and space, 
then it’s very easy to get accusatory about something not being 
traditional. 

I think that’s a normal process, and when you’re so far removed, 
you’re going to have some people who want to codify it, and other 
people who want to just make it their own.  Then there’s people 
who make it their own, but want to be aware of where it came 
from and have that respect and the regard, so they use whatever 
information they can to live within that spirit.

One question that was asked to me when I presented to 
some people in Portland about this project is, “Is it cultural 
preservation, or cultural appreciation or appropriation?”

I think mostly it’s cultural appreciation. I think that if it was only 
cultural appropriation, you wouldn’t have people who were from 
these places, who are very knowledgeable about their music or 
dance, receive invitations to come and teach. And when they do 
come and teach, there’s almost a reverence that people have. 

Do you think it’s preservation?

I think sometimes there’s too much cultural preservation. Do 
we want to preserve the artifact, or do we want to continue the 
practice? I personally prefer that the practice continue to go on. It 
creates that sense of community, as opposed to putting something 
in a big archive that no one may ever look at.

Do you think that globalization changes the question of whether 
it’s ok to evolve somebody else’s culture? Or does that become 
irrelevant, when we have so much access and are constantly 
incorporating so many things from around the world into our 
lives?

I think everybody has to solve that for themselves on some level. 
People have always borrowed and appropriated each other’s 
music. I think any kind of improvisation or innovation is based 

(photo courtesy of  Amy Mills)

on knowing where you’re coming from.  Every person who’s ever 
been an artist of any kind learned from other people, worked really 
hard and learned the tradition that they were being trained in.  It’s 
a lot about knowing where you’re coming from.  People can have 
so much access to so many different kinds of cultural information, 
and it can kind of boil down to a sludge—but I think a lot of the 
time that doesn’t happen.  

Do you think people romanticize the Balkan cultures?

Americans definitely romanticize it from a perspective of not 
knowing much about it.  And people in the Balkans actually 
romanticize their national identity partly around folklore. 
Everybody does it to some extent.  The further you are away, the 
easier it is to do.

What role do you think this kind of stuff has in America?

In the big picture, I think everybody needs something like this, 
and I don’t really care what color they are, or race or background, 
or ethnicity—everybody needs a sense of community, because I 
think the community gives people a sense of responsibility to one 
another.  Our society in the United States has gotten to the point 
where people aren’t as engaged with various communities.  We’re 
at this point in the United States, where a lot of people really crave 
community. They crave human closeness. The internet is not going 
to provide all of that. You can’t hug the internet. You can’t laugh 
with the internet, and you can’t look at its eyes, and you can’t hold 
its hand and do a dance, and you don’t have as much of a strong 
sense of responsibility to the people on the internet. It does have 
some value, but you can’t replace a sense of community, face-to-
face community. 

I think that’s what the Balkan community does; it provides that for 
some people and what we’re doing is a tiny piece of that for our 
particular group of people. I think that needs to happen all over the 
United States, in whatever realms people are going to choose, and 
whatever realms they’re born into. I do know that this particular 
community is not the answer for everybody, but I like people to see 
it in the first place so they can make that choice. 
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the exchange, the contribution, finally seems tangible to me: I’m 
helping people, giving to them, and the act of doing it is something 
I truly love. My work as a performer has become so much stronger, 
because I have released my inhibitions and the voice in my head 
that says “don’t shine so bright,” and thus I’ve begun to embody 
my gifts more fully. I’ve come to realize that it’s crucial to find your 
own way within whichever community you belong to and never 
rely on a group of people to dictate your relationship to the things 
you love the most.

Folk tradition is in constant evolution, and traditional 
culture should be acknowledged as an ever-shifting, living, 
breathing thing. Ruth Hunter once told me that you have to 
believe that there’s something intrinsic in you that’s connected to 
this music, and that you have to put yourself in it, you must be 
yourself; I know who I answer to. That’s what I try to teach, you 
have to be you and sing with your own voice. Balkan music has 
provided incredible opportunities for me, and I feel truly fortunate 
to have had my path revealed to me at such a young age. Granted, 
it’s an ever-shifting path, but an increasingly rewarding one. One of 
the things that characterizes my relationship with the music is that 
I have somewhat of an inside/outside perspective, precisely because 
I’m not an academic. If there’s anything that I can do by way of 
a personal contribution to the cultural survival and growth, it’s 
helping people to access and understand the joy and fundamentals 
of these musical traditions. I am grateful to have had such a huge 
variety of experiences in my short life, positive and negative alike, 
for each of them informs the next steps I take, and together they 
make up the fabric of my life.

(photo courtesy of  Eva Salina Primack)

Eva Salina Primack has been studying, performing, and 
teaching Balkan music since she was a young child. She has 
worked and recorded with many Balkan and American 
musicians in the genre of Balkan music.  She currently tours 
with Ash (Æ), a duo with Aurelia Shrenker that sings through 
and around the vocal traditions of the Balkans, Appalachia, 
the Caucasus and Corsica. 

Growing up in Santa Cruz, Calif., in the late 1980s, I 
was fortunate to be exposed to Balkan music at the age of seven. 
With a bit of creativity on my parents’ part, I found the initial 
teacher, Ruth Hunter, who I studied with and learned a great deal 
from and still consider one of my chief mentors. I started out as 
a child in a musical community largely composed of adults, and 
as such came up against some negative reactions from members 
of that community, but I’ve moved through that into adulthood 
and landed in a place where I’ve begun to understand my what my 
role is. I am proud of what I have accomplished in my life thus far, 
considering that I am still young and have lots of work ahead of 
me. I’ve earned respect from the people I respect most, and I spend 
my life performing, teaching and studying Balkan music.

The role of young people in the Balkan community 
has shifted tremendously since I first became part of it. I felt quite 
isolated as a child in the scene, especially in the very beginning. 
But, over time, children and young people have come to comprise 
a significant part of the Balkan community in the US, and with 
that the older generation has gradually become more receptive to 
their presence and contribution. Young people are now recognized 
as a vital presence, a demographic upon which the community’s 
survival depends. On my end, assuming the role of a teacher in the 
community has brought things full circle.

I started teaching when I was about 14-15 years old, 
at an annual musical gathering called Sweet’s Mill that takes place 
outside of Fresno. It was a blessing to me to be able to cut my 
“teaching teeth” in a much less structured and discriminating 
environment. I felt appreciated without expectation, and my 
presence there was neither threatening nor disruptive. Sweet’s Mill 
was an independent world for me, at that time a scene mostly 
separate from the Balkan one (though that’s completely changed 
now), and one where I was allowed to be free, to play, and make 
mistakes, and break through my inhibitions, without feeling 
confined to the replication of tradition. My experiences there really 
helped me develop as a teacher and a musician.

Things shifted in a dramatically positive way when 
I was 21 and was invited to teach at Mendocino Balkan Camp. 
After an adolescence peppered with internal conflict about my 
relationship to the scene, and a few years of feeling questioned 
by many in regards my commitment to the music, I finally felt 
like I was validated for my contribution; that there was a place 
for me within the community. There’s no real limit to what I can 
give as a teacher, because the reward of teaching is so great. As 
my teaching has grown, I’ve felt different elements of my life shift 
towards equilibrium; if I’m giving freely to people, sharing what I 
know, helping them sing and experience joy through singing, then 
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Ruth Hunter has been involved in Balkan music since she was 
a teenager. She is an active singer and multi-instrumentalist. 
She is married to Christos Govetas, and together with their two 
children, Bobby and Eleni, they are deeply involved in the Seattle 
Greek community as performing musicians and teachers, as well 
as being involved in the EEFC Balkan Music & Dance camps.

How did you come to find this music, and what is your role in it?

I got involved in Balkan music and dance as a high school student 
in Honolulu. My German teacher’s wife was an international folk 
dancer, so we’d have an after-school program of international folk 
dancers.  I was a linguist and musician already, and I liked to dance, 
so it was just a perfect confluence of things: I could do everything I 
liked at once.  When I heard about Balkan Music & Dance camps, 
I just had to go.  I was completely sucked into this dream world.  
You get there and you’re living this imaginary kind of fantasy music 
world.  

I met my husband at the Balkan camp on the East coast, and we 
started playing music together.  Over the course of time, the Balkan 
world went from being a place where I went once a year to camp, to 
have fun and run around in the woods in a fantasy-like world, to 
really being the cornerstone of the my life year-round. Now Balkan 
camp is just one piece of this whole, real life. It’s not just about 
playing music and living in a fantasy world in the woods.

So what is it that attracted you?  What do you think attracts 
people to the folk music and the traditions?

It’s almost hard to say now; it’s been so long that it just seems 
normal to me because it’s in every aspect of my life. Thinking 
about it, though—for me, it was exotic. I’m sure for me and many 
Americans, we’re attracted to that link to some kind of cultural 
experience that we feel like we don’t have. 

At the same time, the reason some Americans don’t go for American 
music is the same reason that some Bulgarian kids aren’t going 
for Bulgarian music. To us, it’s crusty, old people music, and we 
understand the nationalistic roots of what it represents, beyond just 
pure music. When you step into another culture, or language, we 
don’t have those associations. So, when we hear Bosnian music, we 
don’t associate it with a religion. When we hear Serbian music, we 
don’t associate it with nationalism. When we’re singing a Bulgarian 
song about chopping off the heads of Turks, we think it’s quaint 
and cute, and we don’t associate it with the really fraught history, 
and we don’t have to take sides. So, I think it appeals to us in a 
different way.

These days, I think what pulls people in is that it is authentic, 
it’s imperfect; it’s colorful. The tone and the notes—the flat kind 
of quarter tones—are appealing. In current pop music, everything 
is auto-tuned; everyone has to be perfect. I think that our ears 
are looking for something a little bit more dirty. You can see it 
shifting in popular music. We’re trending back towards vinyl and 
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Stephen Kotansky is a versatile dancer and teacher of Balkan 
folk dance.  He has taught, performed with and choreographed 
for many performing ensembles throughout the U.S. and 
Europe. He currently resides in the New York area where he 
continues to teach and is also a folk dance instructor at the 
EEFC Balkan Music & Dance camps.

How did you discover folk dancing?
 
I’ve been involved in Balkan music and dance since 1967/1968, 
which is about 43-44 years now. I really should write about my 
theories and experiences with dance, dancers, music, musicians 
and general characters and scholars I’ve met over my many years 
of involvement. I first got involved as a junior in high school in 
Palo Alto, Calif., and became very active immediately with various 
kinds of Balkan music and dance groups. Quickly thereafter, in 
1970, I went to the Balkans and had my own Balkan dance groups 
in Europe. I’ve worked with professionals, semi-professionals and 
amateurs. It has been my life’s passion, and for a large period of my 
life I have pursued this path: collecting, teaching, choreographing, 
etc. 

I’m third-generation Slovak and Carpatho-Rusyn on my dad’s side. 
So there is a connection, indirectly, but I didn’t know that until 
I got interested in folk dancing. In high school, I would go folk 
dancing with a number of my friends on Friday nights at Stanford 
University. Very quickly, I got hooked and it became my passion. 
One night, we learned a dance called Horehonsky Czardas, a very 
popular folk dance created by Ukrainian/Yugoslav ballet master 
Anatol Joukowsky, who had immigrated to the United States in 
the 1950’s with his wife and later became a dance teacher at San 
Francisco State College. I came running home from folk dancing 
and asked my dad where we were from, explaining that we had 
learned a dance that ended with S-K-Y, like our name.  All of a 
sudden, my dad started singing in Slovak. Until that point, I had 
no idea he even spoke Slovak, but it was in fact his first language. 
Ultimately, I went with my dad to Hungary and Yugoslavia. He 
was always very supportive of my “strange” interest in dancing. 

Folk dancing let me see the whole world in a new light and piqued 

trending back towards an analog kind of sound. I think there’s an 
aspect of looking for that authentic, rough sound that hasn’t been 
overproduced; it has a little bit of grit to it that’s really appealing. 

How would you describe the community that exists around this 
music and the dancing in America?

When I first got involved in Balkan camp, it was almost all 
musicians. There were some folk dancers who danced to records 
once a week, and there were some dance classes, but it was really 
about the music.  It was mostly full of crazy, stay up all night, 
party-hardy musicians. Over the years, it’s merged—in my mind at 
least—with the folk dancers.

Do you think the traditions are static, or are they fluid?  As 
Americans practicing traditions from a different culture, what 
responsibilities or abilities do we have to evolve them? 

They are fluid, and we need to respect that they are fluid.  I don’t 
think we have a responsibility to do anything with them except to 
be truthful about what we’re representing.  If we’re representing the 
music from a certain area, we have a responsibility to name it for 
what it is.  We have a responsibility to be respectful to the position 
and I think we should try to understand the context that it comes 
from.   

What do you think these traditions mean in the context of 
American life? 

This whole community has evolved into a real serious community 
where, if you need something, if something happens to you—
god forbid—you are sick, you lose somebody, someone dies, you 
receive real, serious support. It’s not just pretend anymore. We are 
now family. We didn’t know anything about each other, and now 
we really are part of each other’s lives.

Now, Balkan Camp is a very multi-generational kind of 
experience.  What do you think its future is, and what do you 
think teaching this to children does? 

For me, it’s not about teaching the music to the children; it’s about 
giving the children a place to be in the community.  Of course, the 
music is huge, it’s important, but what’s most important is that 
they’ve got their own community of kids.  They are evolving their 
own culture.  What they have is a community where they have 
adults who aren’t their parents, who care about them, who keep an 
eye on them. They’ve got some freedom at camp.

What role do you think art has in society and in the lives of 
people?

Everybody thinks you don’t need it until it’s gone. I just think that 
in our current United States culture, we are so focused on certain 
ways of measuring progress that we are ignoring the multifaceted 
nature of humans and the need for the artistic expression.

Do you think there’s any kind of community or thing comparable 
to this sort of specific community based around these Balkan 
traditions?

Of course.  Like any group or church, it’s a place to go to find that 
community that we don’t have in our families. I prefer the Balkan 
community, personally, but I think there are plenty of groups that 
pull people in. Community is something that is not so common in 
America, and people are really realizing the importance of it.

Could you imagine your life without the Balkan community?

I could not. I look at other people’s lives and the way that they go 
to work, they go home, and what do they do when they get home?  
They watch football?  I guess football is a community, but I just 
cannot imagine a life without it, not at all. It’s unimaginable. 
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my interest in foreign cultures. Everything suddenly involved 
finding out more about the Balkans and Eastern Europe, including 
the language that I chose to study in high school, where I chose to go 
to college, and how I ended up in Europe. Nothing’s coincidental, 
and through the course of my life there’s always been a connecting- 
string of Balkan music and dance, although I have extended my 
interests to a few countries beyond the Balkans. Countries I’ve 
been to include Hungary, Romania, Greece, Bulgaria, Macedonia, 
Serbia, Turkey and former Yugoslavia, including Slovenia. 
Traveling to these countries broadened my view when it came to 
folk dancing. These dances and dancers have a lot more in common 
than they do in difference, although they don’t always like to admit 
that.  When you observe and dance these dances again and again, 
over and over, you begin to understand the common forms and 
it makes it easier to get up and join in.  The picture I had in the 
beginning of many different dances remains, yet I‘ve developed 
a deeper understanding of dance and dancing as opposed to just 
many individual dances being performed. I understand a new 
relationship between dance and music, but that would require a 
much longer conversation. Isadora Duncan said, “If I could tell 
you what it meant, there would be no point in dancing it.”

After being involved in this for so many years, what would you 
say draws people to folk dancing? 
 
I like to think that music is the first appeal. People are first drawn 
to the music, some then, to the movement and forms, and some to 
the whole social aspect. My experience is that people are not just 
going out there and thinking that it is the coolest dancing. But once 
you’re hooked on the music, you are drawn to the social aspect of 
the dance, the fact that you’re dancing in a circle and you don’t need 
a partner.  As people get more involved, they see the intricacies of 
the music and dance, and its “soulfulness.” Another aspect that 
draws people is that it has age; it’s time-tested. It survived into the 
20th and 21st century when other countries in Western Europe were 
evolving in a different direction—out of court dancing into couple 
dancing, for example. So there is an archaic nature to the Balkans 
that people are interested in, too; it has strands and connections 
to older ways that were pan-European at one point. We can see 
that the late medieval dances/early Renaissance dances are related 
to Balkan dances where they still exist. So there’s the historical 
connection, there’s the musical, the kinetic, the social—so many 
ways that we can look at all of it. 

(photo courtesy of  Stephen Kotansky)
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When we talked, you mentioned a spiritual dimension to folk 
dancing. Can you elaborate on that?
 
I like to think that every dance has a story, and every dancer and 
dance teacher is telling a story related to the dances. I know all 
my dances have stories, and some stories are short, some stories 
are long, some stories may be boring, some are exciting. I’ve come 
to believe that you put yourself in a certain frame of being when 
you’re dancing and then certain things can happen. I use the word 
spiritual for lack of a better word, but for me, there has to be that 
spiritual connection.  For example, in folk art and music, they 
sort of exist on multiple levels, and I like to think of the levels 
as being utilitarian, artistic and spiritual. And then at the same 
time, especially with the Balkan music, there’s both an individual 
expression and understanding of these three functions as well as a 
social, a larger group expression and understanding of these three 
functions. So at the same time that you’re looking at the individual 
or group, you’re looking at a dance as being utilitarian, being 
artistic and being spiritual, and to differing degrees depending on 
the individual or the group. 

How does folk dancing currently manifest in your day-to-day 
life?
 
A day doesn’t go by where I’m not at least thinking or researching 
dance. My mind is often processing dance-related activities and 
material. I still teach fairly regularly and am often planning for 
seminars that I’m invited to.

This publication is being geared towards many people who are 
unfamiliar with these traditions. Do you have anything you 
would like to convey to that particular audience? 
 
Dance has to be experienced, and Balkan dance is very hospitable. 
There are many dances with simple, repeated patterns, which hold 
an open invitation for anyone, at any age, to join in. Dance is 
probably a universal human activity, so get up and get with it. 
Join the human race or at least the Balkan pace. Dance has always 
opened new doors in new places for me.

Eastern dance troop perform. Later in the day, a dance group called 
Baba Ganoush came on the stage followed by a band called Pitu 
Guli. The band consisted of a bagpipe, a clarinet, a violin, a loud 
bell-shaped wooden trumpet and a loud field-drum. I didn’t know 
these last two amazing-sounding instruments, and I didn’t know 
this music at all. It was a jaw-dropping experience. I felt as if I had 
quit breathing for their entire performance; I was in such awe. I 
was completely blown away by this group, and I wanted to find out 
more about them. When I inquired into it, I found out that they 
were Balkan dancers and musicians. 

As soon as I got back to Albuquerque I was going crazy trying to 
find Balkan music. What I found was a folk dance group. I started 
folk dancing and met other dancers who were also interested in 
forming a performance troupe, which we eventually did.  In the 
midst of all this someone mentioned a newsletter put out by the 
International Folk Dancers called Mixed Pickles.  I got my hands 
on a copy, and on the back was an advertisement for an event called 
Mendocino Balkan Music and Dance Camp. That was in 1978. 
I’ve been going to this camp ever since.

How did you first come to choose the doumbek as your main 
instrument, and how has this particular choice affected your 
life?

I met Armenian doumbek player Jack Carian and oud player Avak 
Akgulian in 1972. At the time, Albuquerque was a small city and 
Jack and Avak were the only “ethnic” musicians in the area. They 
played for all of the Greek, Arab, Lebanese and Armenian social 
functions. I had been belly dancing for a couple of years, and the 
three of us became a performing unit. Sometime during the next 
year or so, they gifted me a beautiful aqua ceramic doumbek they 
had brought back from Chicago, where they were originally from, 
and I started playing with them. My career in that world of music 
began to develop and blossom. 

Shortly thereafter, having become a Balkan music fanatic, I started 
attending the Mendocino Balkan Music and Dance Camp in 
Mendocino, California. I had only been attending for a couple of 
years when I was asked to teach doumbek (at the time, doumbek 
had not been taught at the camp). So I’ve been teaching at that 
camp ever since and, in fact, I was one of the first women on 
the teaching staff. I’ve only missed two years in all this time. The 
organization that heads the camp is the East European Folklife 
Center (EEFC), which has opened many doors for me.

How would you describe your style of playing rhythms in a 
way that could be understood by someone who does not play 
percussion, or to someone who does not play music?

Balkan rhythms tend to be complex meters, so it can be challenging 
even for trained musicians. The best way to get a handle on these 
complexities is to get a large Balkan music library and listen to 
it, a lot. Then get some instruction. It might take some time, 
but eventually the rhythmic structures begin to make sense. The 
“Balkans” is a large area with many differing styles and methods of 
playing, but the basic concept is the same. Over the years I have 
developed a method that works for me and, it appears, that works 

Polly Tapia Ferber is a music educator, performer and recording 
artist who specializes in hand percussion from the Middle East, Turkey, 
North Africa, the Balkans and Spanish Andalucía. She is on faculty 
at the Santa Fe University of Art and Design Contemporary Music 
Program where she teaches percussion, classes in World Music, and 
directs the Mideast Balkan Ensemble.

How did you discover Balkan music?

When I was seventeen, I started taking belly dance lessons in 
Albuquerque and that changed my life. That year, I went to The 
Black Forest Renaissance Fair in northern California, just outside 
of San Francisco, to see the well-known Jamila Salimpour Middle 
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(photo courtesy of  Polly Tapia Ferber) 

for my students. Like all musical genres, you have to like the music 
first and foremost, and then you’re motivated to learn it.

You have become a pivotal figure in the lives of so many people 
through your teaching career in Santa Fe, NM. Can you describe 
how you first came to teach at the College of Santa Fe and how 
your contribution pertaining to Balkan music developed in the 
music program over the years?

In the early 80s, I had a company called Hand Springs Productions, 
and I started bringing Middle Eastern and Balkan musicians to 
Santa Fe. I brought musicians such as Haig Manoukian (oud) and 
Souren Baronian (clarinet, duduk) and we had a belly dance show 
at Club West, a really popular club in Santa Fe at the time. I had 
that company for about 10 years, and so all the musicians in Santa 
Fe knew me through that. They knew I was a Middle Eastern/
Balkan musician and that all these shows I would bring into town 
were always pretty successful. 

In 1992, Kevin Zoernig started the Contemporary Music Program 
at the College of Santa Fe in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and he asked 
me if I would be interested in teaching a Middle Eastern/Balkan 
ensemble. I’ve been in the program from the beginning, and I’ve 
been teaching the ensemble from the start. It was really small at 
first, but it has really grown over the years. 

How many students have you seen go on to form careers in 
Balkan music or careers that draw on Balkan music, and how 
does this knowledge affect you as a teacher, as a performer?

Many students have participated in the ensemble or have taken 
lessons with me, but only a few have really taken it to the next level 
in their musical careers. I stay in touch with these students and 
often collaborate with them. These students are riveted and have 
that same desire for the music that I had when I first heard it. If 
you gravitate towards it and want to immerse yourself, you quickly 
realize the limitations in Santa Fe. You quickly realize you have to 
go to the camps, or the cities that have live Balkan communities, 
or directly to the Balkans, to really get it. But once you start going 
out, you see how vibrant and alive this music is. I am enormously 
happy when students are motivated to delve deeper. There is no 
better way to share this music that I love than with others who love 
it just as much.

Besides making Balkan music a part of the local college 
curriculum, you have also been active in making Balkan music 
a part of the local scene.  Why is this so important to you, and 
how do you think it affects the already “flimsy” music scene in 
the area?

This is a question I often ask myself. It’s not easy creating a Balkan 
community out of one that doesn’t exist, but having international 
folk dance groups in and around the area helps a lot. There is no 
Balkan music scene or Balkan community in Santa Fe to speak of. 
We’re not like a big city where these communities have cultural 
activities, where the greater community can learn what these 
activities are. I travel, on a regular basis, to areas where Balkan 
music and dance happens in order to get stimulated, learn new 
material, and bring that ecstasy I experience when I’m around it. 
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(photo courtesy of  Yuliyan Yordanov) 

Yuliyan Yordanov is a Bulgarian folk dance instructor. Growing up 
in Bulgaria he was raised in a village culture, learning these dances 
from childhood. Since his relocation to the United States, he has spent 
much of his time teaching traditional Balkan dances to children. 
This summer he will be teaching Bulgarian Dance at the Mendocino 
Balkan Music & Dance Workshop.

Could you start by talking about your background, what you do, 
what brought you here, and where you’re from?

I grew up in North Central Bulgaria. I spent the first six years of 
my life with my paternal grandparents in a village called Doyrentsi. 
When I was six, my parents took me to the city of Lovech, the 
closest city to Doyrentsi, to live with them. I attended school in 
Lovech, but I spent every possible weekend, holiday, and vacation 
in Doyrentsi. 

I grew up around the brass band tradition in North Central 
Bulgaria that was very popular and active in the ‘70s and ‘80s.  I 
played trumpet in school brass bands starting in fourth grade.

When I was 14, I began performing in a dance troupe. Up until 
then, I had only danced in a village setting and at celebrations, but 
this group was recruiting younger members in Lovech.  A friend of 
mine asked me to go with him, so it wasn’t even originally my idea 
to join the group. 

Joining this troupe was a major turning point, because it gave me 
a chance to travel around most of Europe and attend different 
international folk festivals. There, I met people from different 
countries who participated in the festivals by dancing, singing, 
and playing the music of their cultures, and it broadened my 
perspective about folklore.

I ended up attending the Academy of Music and Dance Arts in 
Plovdiv.  After graduating, I worked at the Municipality Children’s 
Complex in Lovech for 10-12 years, teaching children ages 5 to 
19. In 2001, I moved to the States, and I lived in Wisconsin, where 
I learned about the International Folk Dance community in the 
US. It was such a treat for me to see people with no Bulgarian 
background dancing Bulgarian dances. I found it quite fascinating.

Soon after my arrival in the States, I started teaching, first 
in Wisconsin and then in Chicago. I established two groups 
in Chicago of Bulgarian-American kids, and I also worked 
with Serbian-American kids at the Serbian Cultural Center in 
Milwaukee. In Milwaukee, I also worked with a performing 
ensemble for Bulgarian Dance called Na Lesa. They were all 
Americans, although there were some Bulgarian and Hungarian 
women in the group. I also danced for seven years with a Greek 
group in Madison, called Mesoghios Greek Dancers, and 
through that I had the opportunity to learn some Greek dances. 
 
What is the village dancing like in Bulgaria and how is it 
different from performing and what Americans here do?

I can only speak to my own experience, in which there was dancing 
at every major life event except funerals-- at every wedding and 
baptism, and also before entering service into the military. This 
was always a big event – many relatives would celebrate a young 
man’s transition into adulthood before he went into the army to 

start his two-year obligatory service. They’d call it “a wedding with 
no bride,” because it was almost as big a celebration as a wedding 
would be. 

In the performing group, it was a different story. The warm up was 
similar to that of classical ballet.  All the pieces we performed were 
based on traditional dances, but were choreographed; the steps 
were enhanced and a bit more staged, so everything would look 
sharper and shinier and more uniform, which was not the way 
people danced in the village. 

Another thing about village dancing: let’s say in one village the 
people would know 25 or 30 dances. They would know them by 
heart, they would dance them very naturally and unpretentiously, 
and it’s because these were all the dances they used to do. They 
didn’t know many dances from other regions of Bulgaria, even, not 
to mention other countries.  But now, it’s completely different in 
Bulgaria, there is more information there and more exchange. As a 
result, younger people have the opportunity to see more places and 
traveling around the country, and they have started “recreational 
dancing,” which is something like what happens in America. It’s 
blossomed in the last seven or eight years. Before, folk dancing was 
either in the village, or the performing groups, or at celebrations. 
Now they’ve created some sort of hybrid, because in many 
occasions – along with the traditional dances from different regions 
of Bulgaria – they also do some newly created dances that they 
find cool. There is nothing wrong with this sort of development of 
folklore. It changes. It’s the evolution of traditional dancing.

What I can say for an average recreational group of  folkdancers in 
the States, is that they know so many dances from many Balkan 
countries. The American groups have so much information; it’s 
impressive, it’s very impressive.  One funny thing I have noticed 
though, about the folkdance community in the States, is that  
people get attached to a particular piece of music, and they think 
this particular music is the only music that dance can be done to, 
which in 90% of the situations, is not the case. 

It seems that globalization makes these things so much more 
accessible to many more people. Does that contribute to the 
evolution of the folklore? 

I think globalization definitely contributes generally to the 
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evolution of the dance, because there is a greater exchange of cultural 
information. One interesting thing is that in the United States, 
there are some dances whose older forms have been preserved by 
either  the immigrant or folkdance communities, while in the “old 
country”, those same dances have developed and changed greatly 
over the last 50 or so years. 

Globalization has led to a great deal of musical fusion. I have 
observed that the recreational dancers enjoy dances where the 
music and movement are loosely based in tradition; the dances 
are often choreographed and the music is more like a fusion of 
different music styles or even straight pop music from the Balkans. 
It seems like people are embracing that a lot here in the States, 
which I would call a sort of evolution of traditional dances.  I think 
it is good to be open-minded, but I also think it’s very important 
for people to stay connected to the essence of the music and the 
dances, and to remember their social function.

Why do you think Americans, for instance, are interested in 
Balkan music or folk dancing? What do you think they get out 
of it?

I’m still trying to figure that out. I mean, talking with friends – 
because I have many good friends in the folk dance community-- 
they like the music. They connect to the passion in the music and 
then they enjoy moving to it. 

The other thing is that Balkan dance is not only popular in the 
States, but also in Western Europe. It has something to do with the 
intricate meters and rhythms, which are not 4/4 and 3/4, but 5/8, 
7/8, 12, 15 and such.  The diversity of the rhythms, the intricacy, 
and the complicated meters is what draws people in.

Also, my perception is that according to the overall culture or 
understanding in America, boys don’t dance. We are completely the 
opposite of that in the Balkans. In the Balkans, it is very attractive 
for a young boy or man to dance. I think that this is what draws 
people to the Balkan dances here in the States: it is for everyone, 
it’s about community. It’s not just for women, and it doesn’t require 
you to dance in couples.

I’ve noticed that in recreational Balkan dance groups, there are 
many people who come there to feel a part of some community. 
Most of the people are definitely there because of their passion 
for the dance, but there are also people who seem like they lead 
very lonely lives. The folk dance community is generally very 
welcoming, because the nature of the dance is inclusive. Usually 
there is a teaching session in the beginning, so it allows people to 
come there, have some instruction, and hold someone’s hand. To 
have your hand be held by someone, to experience this physical 
touch in its purest way, to be among other people, and to hold 
hands – I think this is also something that draws some people to 
folk dancing.

What is it about folk dancing for you? 

I’m glad it exists, because when I started teaching here it brought 
me back to my childhood, it brought back memories of a beautiful 
part of my life. I remembered many details about dancing as a 
child, how the children observed the adults dancing together and 

then we tried to replicate their steps.  It’s heartwarming here, to 
see people gathering and dancing dances from all over the Balkans, 
together in the same community, and enjoying themselves. And it’s 
not only people who don’t have any ethnic background, but also 
people from those particular ethnic groups. I think it’s beautiful I 
love it.

In the Balkans now, would you say the folk traditions are pretty 
vibrant? Are people keeping them alive?

Yes, but, villages in Bulgaria, in particular, are not what they used 
to be. With globalization and increased urbanism, the village way 
of life has declined. Older people have died. Not many young 
people are compelled to live in the villages. So, there’s a big gap. 
There are still some villages that are vibrant, but it’s nowhere near 
the way it was. Now, in the cultural houses of the villages they have 
groups working on preserving the  folklore. Groups from many 
villages attend the largest folklore festival in Koprivshtica every five 
years to share their particular songs, dances, and customs.

There are still a handful of professional folk ensembles in Bulgaria, 
but it’s nowhere near how it used to be.  The recreational (amateur) 
dance groups that have formed in the last decade organize festivals 
of recreational dance, and in their groups learning dances from 
different ethnographic regions of the country. 

But I think it’s good. I think the changes are good. Some people 
are trying to create variations on the traditional dances that aren’t 
exactly what our grandmothers and grandfathers used to do, but 
it still stays true to the nature and the core of the tradition. So, it 
is different, but it still goes on, which is the most important thing.

What do you think the future of folk dancing will be?

I think that as we continue in the direction we are going, people 
of different ethnic groups will start asking, “Okay, but what am 
I exactly in the world? What do I represent? What is my calling? 
What is my tradition?” I think that this will help the different 
ethnic groups maintain their traditions, as people start looking for 
connections.  So, in the long run, I don’t think anything will be 
lost.

Is it weird when people who don’t have any ethnic ties to a 
tradition end up preserving it, emulating it, and participating 
in it?

No, because they found beauty in it, so why not embrace it and try 
to keep it, even if it’s not by blood but by choice? 

What do you think the role of folklore is in a culture? What does 
it do for people and for communities? 

I’ve been thinking about this lately. I know that it gives people 
a sense of themselves. They come to a point where, especially in 
the atmosphere of globalization and the internet culture, they feel 
that they are getting lost. There are some people who are getting 
separated from the folklore, and these traditions are what keep 
them connected with what they are and where they come from. 
It’s about coming to the world with the knowledge of who you are, 
where you come from, and what you can contribute. That’s how 
I see it. Whenever they get lost, they can always look back to that 
as their roots. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

EEFC Balkan Music & Dance Camps – The Eastern European Folklife Center (EEFC), 
is a non-profit organization whose mission is to educate people on folk traditions of the 
Balkans.  Each summer they put on two Balkan Music & Dance workshops. One on the 
West Coast in Mendocino, Calif., and one on the East Coast in Iroquois Springs.  These 
camps present an opportunity for people of all ages and backgrounds to come learn about 
Balkan traditions. Instruction is provided by some of the best Balkan musicians, dancers 
and scholars in America.

Doumbek – a hand drum with a goblet shape used mostly in the Middle East, North 
Africa, and Eastern Europe

Oud- a pear-shaped stringed instrument commonly used in North Africa and in Middle 
Eastern music. The oud is readily distinguished by its lack of frets and smaller neck.

Duduk- is a traditional woodwind instrument indigenous to Armenia. Variations of it are 
popular in the Caucasus, the Middle East and Central Asia.

 

Makam- a system of melody types which provides a complex set of rules for compos-
ing and performance. Each makam specifies a unique intervalic structure and melodic 
development. 

Gaida – (bagpipe) is a musical instrument, aerophone, using enclosed reeds fed from a 
constant reservoir of air in the form of a bag. 

Zurna – is a woodwind instrument used to play Anatolian and Middle Eastern folk 
music. The zurna is a conical oboe, made of apricot wood, and uses a double reed which 
generates a sharp, piercing sound.

Kaval – a chromatic end-blown flute traditionally played throughout Azerbaijan, Turkey, 
Bulgaria, Macedonia, Albania, Kosovo, southern Serbia, northern Greece, Romania and 
Armenia. 

Gadulka – a traditional Bulgarian bowed string instrument.  The gadulka is an integral 
part of Bulgarian traditional instrumental ensembles, commonly played in the context of 
dance music.

Tupan – a large double-headed drum, commonly used in the folk music of Iran and 
Turkey, as well as Bulgaria and the Republic of Macedonia, Iraq, Armenia, and portions of 
Greece and Serbia,. This drum has both a deep bass sound and a thin treble sound due to 
its construction and playing style.
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