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The present book is a translated and 
much enlarged version of a monograph by 
Roksanda Pejović written in Serbian in 
1984.1 The monograph dealt with the musi-
cal iconography of about 110 images (min-
iatures, frescoes, and a few icons, ivories, 
and reliefs). While the original text has re-
mained more or less the same, the new ver-
sion has been enlarged by an analysis of 
around 240 items from Greece, Bulgaria, 
and Romania, which makes it the largest 
corpus of iconographic material covering 

1 Роксанда Пејовић (Roksanda Pejović), Пред-
ставе музичких инструмената у сред њо-
вековној Србији (Images of Musical Instruments 
in Medieval Serbia), Belgrade, Српска акаде-
мија наука и уметности, Музиколошки ин-
сти тут, 1984.

the medieval Balkans that has hitherto been 
assembled. While the author modestly calls 
this corpus “a selection”, in my impression, 
at least regarding Serbian monuments, it is 
comprehensive; as for the rest, it is as least 
representative and sufficient to draw solid 
conclusions. Although the bibliography has 
been updated only up to the 1990s,2 the 
book comes close to a proper iconographic 
history of music of the Orthodox, Byzan-
tine-Slavic world of the Central, Southern, 
and Eastern Balkans. 

When Pejović speaks of the “Medi-
eval era”, she uses the term as the experts 
do, meaning the period starting with the 
Slavic migrations into the Balkans, includ-
ing middle-Byzantine times, the period of 
the greatest expansion of the Serbian king-
dom in the 14th century (which at the time 
comprised what is now Serbia, including 
Kosovo but excluding Vojvodina, as well 
as Montenegro, the Former Yugoslav Re-
public of Macedonia, Albania, and much 

2 Regarding publications of the last decade, at 
least two authors should be mentioned here: 
Nikos Maliaras (for instance, see his Βυζαντινά 
Μουσικά Όργανα. Αθήνα: Παπαγρηγορίου-
Νάκας, 2007) and Gabriela Ilnitchi Currie (for 
instance, see her “The Emergence of a Paradigm: 
Representations of Musical Instruments in the 
Palaiologan Depictions of The Mocking of 
Christ”, Imago Musicae, 2006–2010, 23, 47–77 
and “A Corpus of Pictorial Representations of 
Musical Instruments and Dances in the Church 
Frescoes of Present-day Romania: Wallachia 
and Moldavia”, Imago Musicae, 2006–2010, 
23, 101–152.
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of northern Greece), and the times under 
Turkish rule until the 18th century. In the 
beginning, the artistic centres of Constan-
tinople and Mount Athos provided the 
themes, before emerging local schools of 
painters started modifying the iconogra-
phy; in the final period, elements of the 
Ottoman and Western culture began to 
seep in.

From the outset, Pejović emphasizes 
two problems with using pictorial evidence 
for organological purposes: first, the East-
ern Church was much more conservative 
than its Western counterpart in its choice of 
iconographic themes and painting styles; 
the artists and commissioners alike were 
hesitant to reflect the outside world in their 
images. Therefore it is difficult for the 
modern interpreter to decide whether the 
painter in any given case was relying on 
models or actualizing the theme by refer-
ring to contemporary musical practice. 
Second, reconstructing the music itself is 
by no means simple, because one has to 
rely on combining ethnological projections 
with whatever little evidence may be ex-
tracted from the historical texts. Pejović 
does not push for simple answers regarding 
what is imagined and what is real. Hence, 
instead of clear-cut answers, students new 
to the topic will soon begin to understand 
the tension between images and reality, and 
learn to handle the interpretation of images 
with the necessary flexibility.

The first chapter gives an overview of 
the wealth of monuments. The maps of the 
four major regions, greater Serbia, Greece, 
Bulgaria and Romania, with every major 
church and monastery clearly marked, are a 
helpful and welcome addition, because 
some of those places are isolated and not 
found in general maps. The second chapter 

offers a survey of the prevailing themes 
and motives in medieval Balkan music ico-
nography and elaborates on the artistic 
styles as they developed over the centuries. 
In Eastern-European art, great emphasis is 
placed on the reference to music in two 
themes: the first is The Mocking of Christ 
as part of the story of the Passion. It gives 
the painter a chance to combine the repre-
sentation of ceremonial public music with 
the “negative” music of the crowd – a kind 
of ironic, allegorical mirror to the Old Tes-
tament scene of the people venerating the 
heathen statue in the Book of Daniel. The 
other, equally frequent theme is the “Praise 
of the Lord”. While in The Mocking of 
Christ the painter operates with an autono-
mous pictorial topos (the New Testament 
text does not mention music), in the case of 
the cosmic praise, the painter must illus-
trate the canonical texts of Exodus 15.20ff 
and Psalm 150. Other scenes with musical 
references, including those from the Pas-
sion and parables and the stories of the 
saints, as well as Old Testament stories, 
mostly about King David, are also de-
scribed and discussed. 

Next come a group of chapters on or-
ganology: 1) a systematic general survey; 
2) musical instruments in the Byzantine, 
Bulgarian, and Romanian traditions; 3) the 
role of folk musical instruments; and 4) 
musical instruments in Serbia. Three chap-
ters are devoted to the performance of en-
semble music and dance.

Finally, in the remaining 50 pages the 
author gives a masterful summary of the 
music-iconographic world of the Balkans. 

The appendices comprise four most 
informative chronological tables listing the 
monuments according to region, one list of 
comparative material of Davidic themes in 
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medieval Western Europe (31 examples), a 
bibliography, and indices. The accompany-
ing CD contains the four maps and the en-
tire corpus of 350 pictures. Neither the 
book, nor the CD contains a list of sources 
of the photos. The CD is an indispensable 
tool, because the book offers only a selec-
tion of pictures in no particular order. With-
out the CD, the reader is at a loss, unable to 
find the discussed pictures in the book. In 
this respect, the old, 1984 monograph was 
easier to use, because the illustrations were 
all placed in order at the end and many of 
the fresco reproductions were supple-
mented with drawings clarifying certain 
organological details, wherever they were 
no longer clearly recognizable in the origi-
nals. On the positive side, however, some 
of the paintings are now reproduced in 
colour, whereas the old version was en-
tirely black-and-white.    

Since Pejović has kept the organiza-
tion of chapters from the old monograph, 
the accommodation of such a wealth of 
new material led to structural problems – 
the same objects, or themes, or instruments 
are discussed in various places. Only in the 
final chapter does the reader come to a full 
understanding which monuments are key 
and which ones are only marginal. The 
reader must use the Index to find each 
monument, which is not easy either, be-
cause they are sometimes listed under their 
names and sometimes under “Church of…” 
and the like; the manuscripts are not listed 
by the holding institutions (library or mu-
seum and the like) and there is no master 
list of the monuments either.

Although Pejović is aware of the need 
to differentiate between the terms and the 
things they denote, when it comes to the 
analysis of images for organological pur-

poses, her practice of naming instruments 
in miniatures and wall paintings is some-
times debatable. In her tables of instru-
ments, the far-right column is a mix of 
Latin, Greek, Serbian, Turkish, Arabic, and 
organological terms; for instance, forked 
cymbals are called “rattles”, hand bells are 
called “crotales”, the hour-glass drum goes 
by the name of darabukka, etc. While the 
Hebrew terms and their Latin translations 
would be irrelevant for the purposes of the 
book, the meanings of the terms in Koine 
Greek and the Byzantine times are indis-
pensable.3 It would have been most illumi-
nating if the author had given a compara-
tive table with five columns, two of those 
with Greek names, one for the Church 
Slavonic in its Serbian variant, one for the 
Serbian translation of 1896, and finally a 
list of organological terms according to the 
Hornbostel-Sachs system. For the non-spe-
cialist, her use of King James Bible for 
English can sometimes be a source of con-
fusion, because it is a 16th-century transla-
tion and not always correct regarding the 
musical practice in Old Testament times. 
Such a table would greatly facilitate nego-
tiating between the text and the illustra-
tions. In this respect, the manuscript illus-
trations in the text are essentially different 
from frescoes, icons, and ivories, where we 

3 For instance, the αυλός, the ancient double-
reed instrument, has become “a transverse flute” 
in Pejović’s book, while the λύρα has become a 
small bowed instrument played in the lap; the 
τύμπανον, originally a frame drum, is a term 
absent in her book.  As to the ancient ψαλτήριον, 
in the West, the fact that it was a harp was 
forgotten. In Byzantium, however, due to its 
contacts with the Near East, the name was 
transferred to the box-zither, the psaltery in its 
various forms.
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can only presume the story behind the pic-
torial theme and must be even more cau-
tious when labelling an instrument. There 
existed a great wealth of instruments under 
various names in the popular and court cul-
tures of the Balkans (for instance, see the 
survey on pp. 246ff). There is no simple 
rule for applying them in the interpretation 
of iconographic sources.

Obviously, the imperial ceremonial 
culture of Byzantium, together with the an-
cient pictorial tradition, is the iconographic 
basis for the middle-Byzantine period, i.e. 
until 1200.  During the era of the Macedo-
nian school of painting and into the 15th 

century, local painters grew more assertive 
regarding the tradition; one also finds traces 
of contact with 15th-century Western cul-
ture. Finally, in iconography dating from 
the Ottoman rule, the popular culture of the 
lower classes is strongly felt; the popularity 
of Turkish instruments becomes evident. It 
is fascinating to follow Pejović’s descrip-
tion of the impact of socio-political changes 
on the depiction of music. Her book is a 
product of an untiring and lifelong effort. 
We are deeply grateful to her for offering 
us a thorough understanding of the rich and 
variegated history of instruments in the vi-
sual arts in the Balkans.
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The Construction Site Ensemble for 
New Music is one of those protagonists of 
cultural life in these parts that  manage to 
keep the Serbian contemporary music scene 
‘alive’ by various aspects of their work, in 
spite of the unstable transition milieu and 
institutional crises. Opening new fields of 
work that, apart from performing and ex-

ploring (the sound of) contemporary music, 
include organizational efforts in carrying 
out programme concepts and ideas, this 
young ensemble ‘radiates’ great energy, en-
thusiasm, and an astute sensibility.

Specializing for contemporary music 
performance, in terms of its artistic profile, 
the Construction Site are a unique presence 
on our scene. Since the very beginning, the 
group have rejected the idea of the stan-
dardization and schematism of the perform-
ing body, as well as sticking to the canoni-
cal repertoire, features that for a long time 
have been considered essential for any 
chamber ensemble. On the contrary, the 
Construction Site in its permanent line-up 
gathers 20 chamber musicians/soloists who 
perform in most diverse instrumental com-
binations. One of its main goals is perform-
ing domestic and foreign pieces written in 
the 20th and the 21st century, which are un-



derrepresented on the concert stage. Since 
its inception, the ensemble has pursued a 
vigorous concert activity, with well-re-
ceived appearances at festivals of contem-
porary music, many ‘dedications’ and pre-
mieres of chamber and stage-music works, 
which demonstrates their genuine devotion 
to the affirmation of contemporary music 
expression on the Serbian scene, as well as 
the ensemble’s status of a representative 
agent in the domestic cultural and artistic 
environment.1

In order to preserve, promote, and ex-
pand the repertoire of contemporary cham-
ber music, in its second year, the Construc-
tion Site Ensemble in the second year of its 
existence initiated the endeavour of releas-
ing compact discs. Although at this time 
we will not delve into an analysis of the 
cultural policy, music industry, and media 
situation in Serbia, we must note that the 
ensemble’s CD featuring chamber works 
by domestic authors, independently re-
leased in June 2013, is a rare example of a 
sound carrier made in Serbia containing 
works of contemporary Serbian music, 

1 The ensemble gave premiere performances of 
chamber works by Ivan Brkljačić, Svetlana 
Savić, Vuk Kulenović, Srđan Hofman, operas 
by Branka Popović (Petrograd / Petersburg), 
Tatjana Milošević (Ko je ubio princezu Mond 
[Who Murdered Princess Mond]), etc. 
Incidentally, it was this ensemble who at the 21st 
Review of Composers, in November 2012, took 
the brunt of the festival programme, whose 
motto that year – Construction Site: The Newest 
Expanses of Sonic Architecture – was inspired 
by the ensemble’s name. The repertoire of the 
Construction Site includes seminal works of 
modern music, such as Arnold Schönberg’s 
melodrama Pierrot lunaire, which they perform 
in a staged version at the Madlenianum theatre. 
http://www.baustelle.rs

which also fills a significant gap in the do-
main of presenting chamber music.2

This release was realized by, one may 
safely say, the ‘core’ of the ensemble – the 
pianist Neda Hofman, on whose initiative 
the ensemble was first established, violon-
cellist Srđan Sretenović, mezzo-soprano 
Ana Radovanović, and baritone Vladimir 
Dinić. However, the number four in the 
title refers not only to the performing 
line-up, but also to the contents of the re-
lease: four compositions by four domestic 
authors with whom these artists have been 
in close collaboration for many years.

Therefore, the programme was con-
ceived as a sort of ‘dispersed’ cross-section 
of contemporary chamber music. Lacking a 
‘macromusical’ signifier or grand ‘meta-
narrative’, the composers came up with 
four ‘small’ stories, presenting their per-
sonal views of various social phenomena 
– from problematizing musical identities 
stemming from the society of the spectacle, 
in the work Le beau est toujours bizarre by 
Nataša Bogojević (1966), to searching for 
the lost joie de vivre in the age of globaliza-
tion, in the cycle Soneti [Sonnets] by Svet-
lana Savić (1971), to conflicting and dra-
matic scenes, or, rather, comical stories 
emanating from interpersonal interaction 
and relationships, in Lorem ipsum by 
Branka Popović (1977) and Proleće 
[Springtime] by Ivan Brkljačić (1977).3

2 The recording was made at the Recording 
Studio of the Faculty of Music in Belgrade; 
sound engineer and producer: Srđan Hofman; 
editor: Neda Hofman; design: Đorđe Vasić; total 
duration: 47’37”. The project was carried out 
with the support of Sokoj – Serbian Music 
Authors’ Organization.
3 The ensemble premiered this programme in 
their concerts held at the halls of Matica srpska 

Reviews

203



New Sound 43, I/2014

204

Although this is but a small sample, 
comprising only four works, the release of-
fers an insight into various branches of the 
chamber genre. In the early 20th century, 
for instance, chamber music was where Ar-
nold Schönberg’s emancipation of the dis-
sonance took place and today, in much the 
same way, composers turn to this genre in 
their quests and endeavours to find new di-
mensions of sound, new possibilities for 
vocal and instrumental expression, new 
representational aspects of music, as well 
the influence of technology and media. All 
of this has therefore contributed to a kind 
of ‘hybridization’ and ‘augmentation’ of 
the chamber genre, as well as confirmed its 
vitality.

Hence, four completely different poet-
ics have come together on this release and 
a close listening reveals that the composers 
found the specific timbre of this quartet 
(two voices, piano, and violoncello), in-
clined to a lower register, rather inspiring. 
Quite familiar with the performers’ inter-
pretative capabilities and individual fea-
tures, they highlighted the traits of this spe-
cific medium in various ways, at the same 
time striving to impose on it their own mu-
sical expression.

in Novi Sad and Composers’ Association of 
Serbia in Belgrade on 16 and 17 May 2013, 
respectively, and then made a recording of it in 
June 2013 in the Recording Studio of the Faculty 
of Music in Belgrade. The pieces by Svetlana 
Savić, Branka Popović, and Ivan Brkljačić were 
completed in 2013, whereas the work by Nataša 
Bogojević was written in 2008, and the ensemble 
premiered it in 2010, at the 19th International 
Review of Composers in Belgrade. Apart from 
Soneti, written for a female voice, violoncello, 
piano, and (live) electronics, the remaining 
works are written for a mezzo-soprano, baritone, 
violoncello, and piano.

The opening work on the CD – Le 
beau est toujours bizarre by Nataša Bogo-
jević – may be described as a postmodern, 
a-historical pastiche, featuring a ‘schizo-
phrenic decomposition’ of language and 
temporality. With their suggestive render-
ing of a dialogue4 between Klaus Nomi, a 
German singer known for his extraordinary 
vocal abilities, which he sought to employ 
on the underground pop-rock scene of New 
York City, and a neo-postmodern pastiche, 
the performers succeeded in their intention 
to provoke the listener’s sense of hearing, 
constantly motivating it to active participa-
tion. This poly-stylistic musical tissue thus 
includes samples of heterogeneous origins, 
stemming from the worlds of both high and 
popular music – from numerous transfor-
mations of Nomi’s sonorities, melodic frag-
ments of his pop songs, to simulacra and 
pseudo-quotations of Henry Purcell, No-
mi’s favourite composer.

While this work relates to the com-
poser’s own artistic experience and living 
abroad,5 the pieces by Branka Popović and 
Ivan Brkljačić are preoccupied with repre-
senting interpersonal relations. Thus, for 
instance, Popović emphasizes the musical 
and acoustic potentials of the meaningless, 
de-semantized text Lorem ipsum, which has 
been used in printing since the 16th century 
for presenting the appearance of a book. By 
putting the vocal and instrumental parts in 
various relationships – expositions of mate-
rials in reduction, the repetition of melodic 
and rhythmic patterns, which at certain 
times makes keeping precise beat and into-
nation difficult – the author presents, i.e. 

4 Referring to a text by Milan Pribišić.
5 Nataša Bogojević has lived in the United 
States since the mid-1990s.

204



205

Reviews

builds a latent drama between two people 
who have trouble communicating. The en-
tire ensemble very convincingly demon-
strates various expressive states of the 
characters, caused by mutual incomprehen-
sion, which was certainly facilitated by the 
author’s good command of the features of 
this ensemble and most of all, the vocal ca-
pabilities of the singers (for example, the 
mezzo-soprano part is very animated and 
expressive in the high register).

Likewise in Proleće [Springtime] by 
Ivan Brkljačić, listeners will easily recog-
nize the emotion that inspired the composer 
in the creation of this piece. Attempting to 
reinterpret Duško Radović’s humorous 
nursery rhymes (“Hoće – neće” [“Will – 
Won’t”] from his cycle Sve što raste [Eve-
rything that Grows] and “Da li ili ne” [“To 
Do It or Not”] from the cycle Sedi da 
razgovaramo [Sit Down and Let’s Talk]) 
through music as persuasively as possible 
and match them with the repertoire of a 
contemporary music ensemble, the author 
built a unique musical tissue by stringing 
together pronouncedly rhythmic sections 
and considerably calmer segments of a 
more rarefied texture. Although seemingly 
performed ‘in one sitting’, the composition 
is very challenging both interpretatively 
and technically, and special demands are 
placed before the vocal soloists (let us 
mention, for example, the many ‘staccato 
moments’, glissandi, chanting that sounds 
like folk singing, ‘legato technique’, etc.). 
The entire ensemble equally participates in 
rendering the overall atmosphere of the 
work – optimism and humour – which pre-
cisely determined its place in the ‘finale’ of 
the programme.

In terms of technique and perfor-
mance, the cycle Soneti [Sonnets] by Svet-

lana Savić is the most extensive and chal-
lenging work on this release.6 Transposing 
the sonnet form into a musical context as-
sumes not only the meaning of an encoun-
ter of different styles and codes, Renais-
sance, Baroque, Western, and Byzantine 
music, but also opens a space for dialectic 
movement between what is one’s own and 
what is someone else’s, the individual and 
the collective, variance and repetition, in-
vention and convention, the electronic and 
the acoustic, interpretation and creation. 
This new ‘mode’ of music-making, which 
relies of synchronizing the metre and tem-
poral structures of the electronic and acous-
tic parts, certainly presents a great interpre-
tative challenge. While in the first two 
compositions the performers coordinate 
with the constant, fixed background of the 
electronics, a kind of acoustic archive that 
includes poetic declamation, the concrete 
sounds of birds chirruping, the human 
voice, a toy piano, lute, glockenspiel etc., 
the synergy of these layers is much more 
complex in the third movement, “La vita 
fugge”. There, the performers, namely, 
have much more freedom; in fact, they ini-
tiate a great number of events in the elec-
tronic part, since the electronic modifica-
tions of the sound of the piano and 
violoncello happen in real time. Two layers 
– the acoustic and the electronic – although 
effectively present, are integrated (and per-

6 The cycle Soneti is made of three pieces: La 
Douce Nuit for violoncello, piano and 
electronics; Looking on Darkness for female 
voice, violoncello, piano and electronics; and 
La vita fugge for female voice, violoncello, 
piano and live electronics. The compositions are 
written after the sonnets by Michelangelo, 
Petrarch, Shakespeare, Baudelaire and Raša 
Perić.
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ceived) as a homogenous musical tissue 
and it is their mutual listening, dialogues, 
multiple (micro)delays, echoes of instru-
mental motives and acoustic modulations 
that create the illusion of an unbounded, 
extended acoustic space. The electronics 
was, therefore, a challenge not only for the 
composer but also to the performers, who, 
in her words, were used as ‘permanent so-
loists’. Thus we may conclude that in these 
circumstances of performance, ‘the limits 
of the possible’ are pushed precisely thanks 
to the psychological sensitivity of the per-
formers’ ears and their individual engage-
ment, and not (only) due to the fact that 
“only the physiological sensitivity of the 
listener’s ear, and the artistic sensitivity of 
the composer’s, prescribe limits to the 
possible”,7 as Paul Griffiths has argued re-
garding the development of electronic 
music.

7 Paul Griffiths, A Guide to Electronic Music, 
London, Thames and Hudson, 1979, 7.

By their high-quality interpretation, 
purposefully but unobtrusively, in some of 
the pieces confronting what was almost a 
sort of tour de force (particularly in Son-
eti), the members of the Construction Site 
Ensemble succeeded in their efforts to 
bring together these diverse compositional 
writings. Therefore, one should approach 
this carefully directed recording debut with 
an open mind, as a listener-flâneur, em-
barking on an acoustic promenade, search-
ing for the internal narrative that these 
compositions construct and the Construc-
tion Site Ensemble brings to life, confirm-
ing in the best possible way the claim that 
performance is (a secondary) creation.

Translated by Goran Kapetanović


