
THE IDENTITIES OF SEVDA - FROM GRAECO-ARABIC MEDICINE TO MUSIC 
THERAPY 

Sevda, sometimes referred to as Sevdah or Sevdalinka is a traditional music from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, which has related forms throughout the Balkan region, 
including Serbia, Macedonia and Northern Greece. The music poses interesting, 
and in some ways key questions about culture and identity. On the one hand, Sev-
da is one of the most intercultural musical forms of Europe, a historical synthesis of 
many diverse social and cultural identities, embracing both Slav and Turkish social 
traditions, four religions, and a diversity of musical cultures ranging from the Ma-
kams (musical scales and melodic patterns) of the Near and Middle East to Slav 
folk music, Italian bel canto and Viennese romanticism. On the other hand this di-
versity of identities is entirely integrated in a unique, characteristic, coherent musi-
cal and poetic language which expresses a collective cultural identity with profound 
implications for the "common life" of Bosnia and Herzegovina, for the region, and 
indeed perhaps for Europe as a whole. 

This chapter is organised in two halves. In the first half I present a short overview of 
Sevda and a tentative musical "archeology" of its diverse identities through a small 
body of historical evidence and through discussion of musical examples. I also re-
flect on issues of social identity and the so-called "ethnicities" of Bosnia-Herzegov-
na, and review the effect of the conflicts of the 1990s on the Sevda tradition and 
implications for Bosnia's "common life" as a whole. 

In the second half I consider the uses of the integrated identities and special cha-
racteristics of Sevda in education, reconciliation and therapeutic practice. I have 
based this on my own experiences of working with the music of Sevda with chill-
dren who were the victims of the conflict and with groups of young people in both 
an educational and therapeutic context. Although the chapter is, I hope, informed by 
respectable scholarship and science, it is essentially the personal view of a practi-
sing creative and community musician. 

The identities of Sevda 

The origins of the term Sevda are as profoundly intercultural as the music itself. 
They are musical/aesthetic, but also psychological and biological. The underlying 
concept of Sevda derives from the Ancient Greek melas (μέλας), meaning "black", 
and khole (χολή), "bile" (the English "melancholy") one of the four Ancient Greek 
medical “humours”. The idea was first introduced from Ancient Egyptian and Meso-
potamian thought by Thales (640-546 BC) and adopted by Hippocrates (460-370 
BC) (1) as one of the four bodily liquids or temperaments responsible for human at-
tributes and dispositions. The idea was transmitted to early Islamic medical theory 
and practice through the works of Al-Kindi (801-873 AD) and Avicenna (980-1037 
AD). In the Canon of Medicine (2) Avicenna describes the black bile as “earthly, 
gross, thick, black and sour”, tempering volatility in the blood. It is associated with 
suspicion, sorrowfulness and terrifying impulse, and controls the body from 9pm to 



3am. As well as being the perceived “founder of modern medicine”, Avicenna was 
an advocate of music therapy, prescribing music for example for the treatment of 
insomnia.

The "black bile" came to be described popularly as Sawdah (from sawaad meaning 
"black") in Arabic, or Sevda in Turkish (3), although in the Turkish tradition the word 
has cognates in Persian, and came to denote more specifically "love" or "lovesick-
ness". From Turkey the word spread through the Ottoman Empire to the Balkans 
(14th-19th centuries) to describe a music of lost or unfulfilled love, pain, sorrow, re-
gret, longing and deep emotion. It also arrived with the Berbers and Arabs in Portu-
gal (711-1249) and is probably the origin of Saudade, the music of "the love that 
remains when someone has gone". 

Little is known of the early development of Sevda in Bosnia and Herzegovina. It is 
likely that it arose in Bosnian urban centres in the years after the annexation to the 
Ottoman Empire in the mid-15th century. According to Ivan Lovrenović (4), "this 
took place in a milieu of economically and materially better- off merchants and 
craftsmen...... and Sevda can be perceived in the main as an expression of Muslim 
lifestyle and culture. This interpretation loses its force, however, when it becomes 
ethnically determined. For in the construction of the integral social and cultural cha-
racter of the larger towns and smaller urban settlements, other ethnic elements 
(Catholic-Croat, Orthodox-Serb, Sephardic- Jewish, Roma...) played an important 
role." Early Sevda was sung to the accompaniment of the saz, or bağlama, a Tur-
kish three-stringed lute in just, "natural" intonation, and it is likely that many melodi-
es followed the patterns of Turkish Makam scales, still to some extent audible in the 
Sevda tradition today. Moj dilbere, for example, a bitter-sweet song dating from Ot-
toman times about a pining lover and the priceless treasures of attachment, has a 
resonance of the Turkish Hicaz Makam (Arabic Hijaz Maqaam), often associated in 
Sufi traditions with the pleasures and complications of love. 

Figure 1 

My love...Where are you going? .(notations from Sevdah Bošnjaka, Zero, M. Sehara, Sarajevo 1995)



But some older Sevda tunes also suggest the influence of more ancient Slav musi-
cal sources, for example the repeated four-square rhythmic patterns and formulaic, 
descending cadential phrases of melodies like Čudila se, aman ja 

Figure 2 

               

She wondered, aman, Oh love. She wondered, zeman, Oh time... 

Bosnian Muslims were primarily of Slav and autochthonous Balkan origin, many of 
them converts from the oppressed Bosnian Church (5,6). Contemporary accounts 
indicate that some of their social behaviours, for example in courtship (7) - of parti-
cular relevance to the culture of Sevda - differed from the expected Turkish-Islamic 
mores. The language they spoke on the street was the same Bosnian language as 
their neighbours, and the poetry of Sevda became a rich celebration of Slav lan-
guage accented with colourful, poetic and spiritually-resonant words of Turkish ori



gin - like akšam (dusk, or evening prayer), bulbul (nightingale), kara-krzli (black-
red), or rahmet (peace, the love of God). 

By the early sixteenth century significant numbers of Sephardic Jewish families fle-
eing from the Inquisition had arrived in Bosnia. They lived, by all accounts, in a res-
pectful harmony with their neighbours and contributed, as the centuries passed, to 
the repertoire of Sevda: several well-known tunes are anecdotally ascribed to the 
Sephardic tradition. One of the best-loved "hymns" of Sarajevo Kad ja podoh na 
Bembašu has a melody derived directly from the Sephardic song El Dio alto con su 
gracia. The Bosnian text faithfully follows the octosilabo metrical structure of the 
original (8) 

Figure 3 

When I went to Bembaša, to the waters, I took a white lamb, a white lamb with me... original Sephardic text 
El Dio alto con su gracia, mos mande muncha ganacia, non veamos mal ni ansia, a nos y a todo Yisrael 

Movements of peoples back and forth through the centuries between Bosnia and 
Dalmatia brought the Ionian melos of the music of the Adriatic coast, palpably evi-
dent in many Sevda melodies (4). Ibrahim-bega svezana vode begins with a phrase 
that is reminiscent of Puselik Makam, or perhaps, more distantly, of the Arabic Shad 
Araban; but from notated bar 4 it moves into a melos which is distinctly Dalmatian-
sounding. The descent from the Ionian leading note to the third degree of the scale 
at the end would be typical of an Adriatic fisherman's song (a melos echoed in 
many Dalmatian popular songs, for example the well-known Ćiribiribela Mare 
moje). There can of course be no conclusive historic proof for this influence, but if it 
is a coincidence, it is like finding a Palladian Venetian window in a traditional Tur-
kish house.



Figure 4

The sun would shine, but cannot, the rain could fall, but would not; neither would wish, from the 
deepest of misery.. 

The step-by-step erosion of Ottoman power and the arrival of the Austro-Hungari-
ans after the Congress of Berlin (1878), brought a watershed for Sevda. The Aus-
tro-Hungarians established music schools, and western instruments became com-
monplace; the clarinet and violin, and later the accordion and guitar became the 
normal accompaniment for the form. With Western instruments came Western har-
monic practices and Western equal temperament. No longer was the music to be 
accompanied exclusively by the delicate just intonation, melodic elaborations and 
drones of the saz; it was harmonised with Central European functional progressi-
ons. Such standard harmonisations are notated for a number of musical examples 
in this chapter. Bulbul pjeva okolo Mostara begins with an almost Dalmatian feel, 
but then moves into a Makam-like section. The Near Eastern Hicaz-like cadence is 
now normally harmonised by a distinctly Middle European secondary dominant 
progression (secondary dominant E major seventh to the dominant, A major). 

Figure 5

A nightingale sings around Mostar, come my dear, the blossom is here.......



The Austro-Hungarian period brought a more self-conscious "orientalism" to Sevda 
(4). It was the result of an extraordinary collision of tradition, romanticism and mo-
dernism. In the late 1800s and early 1900s Sarajevo was catapulted into the avant-
garde of European cities by an early integrated horse-drawn and electrical tram 
system (1883 and 1895 respectively), and an integrated water supply. At the same 
time the Austrians built the Vijećnica National Library constructing in an extravagant 
pseudo-Moorish "Arabian Nights" style which bore little relationship to the subtle 
aesthetics of Bosnian Islamic tradition, and printed tram tickets in Arabic script that 
few could read. It was in this atmosphere that Aleksa Šantić translated Heinrich 
Heine's orientalist poem Der Asra into Bosnian as Kraj tanana šadrvana and thus, 
strangely, a piece of western romantic exoticism - albeit, in Heine's case, self-criti-
cal - a fantasy of long-gone Sultans and fountains, became a classic song of con-
temporary Sevda. 

Figure 6

By the slender marble fountain, where the fresh water springs, the Sultan's lovely daughter wande-
red every day.... 

Heine's original poem Täglich ging die wunderschöne Sultantochter auf und nieder, um die Abend-
zeit am Springbrunn, wo die weißen Wasser plätschem... 

Šantić (1868-1924) was a Serb Orthodox Bosnian from Mostar, and made a signifi-
cant contribution to the poetry of Sevda. He was a South Slav patriot who sought, 
among other things, to promote the unity of Slav Muslim and Christian communiti-
es. He steeped himself in the colourful Slav-Turkish language of Sevda, and produ-
ced some of its most outstanding literature, including the text of Bulbul pjeva okolo 
Mostara. The song Što te nema is written in the spirit of Šantić's own Heine transla-



tions; the traditional melody, and the usual manner of its interpretation, suggest an 
almost bel canto style. His most famous Sevda song is Emina, the story of his own 
unrequited love for a beautiful Bosnian Muslim girl. Emina's great-granddaughter 
Alma Ferović, an opera singer and former fashion model, sang for me in my Sevda 
Opera Differences in Demolition. 

Figure 7 

Last night, as I returned from the warm Turkish baths, and crossed by the garden of the old Imam 
there in the garden, in the shade of the jasmine, stood Emina with a pitcher in her hand. 

The next major impetus and change in Sevda was the period following the Second 
World War. The former Yugoslav Federal Constitution guaranteed equality of cultu-
res within Yugoslavia, and Josip Broz Tito's cultural policies included national cohe-
sion through sharing cultural knowledge. By 1968 there were 3,171,000 subscribers 
to 94 radio stations in Yugoslavia, with 143,000 hours of broadcasting annually of 
which music accounted for 60% of air time (9). I asked the distinguished actor Rade 
Šerbedžija, who was brought up in Lika in Croatia with little or no contact with Bos-
nia, how he came to accumulate his encyclopaedic knowledge of Sevda and cha-
racteristic singing style. He replied "Well you know, when I was young my mother 
used to listen to the radio non-stop while she was working in the kitchen and 
around the house. She particularly enjoyed Sevda and would sing with the radio, 
and when the music on the radio stopped (laughs), she would carry on singing! I 
learnt Sevda from my mother." (10). 

The communicative power of radio , and later television, fostered the careers of 
many Sevda singers of the period, outstanding Bosnian performers like Zaim Ima-
mović (1920-1994) and Safet Isović (1936-2007) or the great Serbian interpreter of 
Sevda, Nada Mamula (1927-2001). To the list may be added names like Silvana 
Armenulić, Hanka Paldum, Omer Pobrić, Meho Puzić, Himzo Polovina, Zehra Deo-
vić, Beba Selimović or Asim Brkan. By the late 1980s, Sevda had moved out of the 
bars and kafana's (coffee houses) into theatres, concert halls and television studi-
os. It had grown from being the music of the "common life" of Bosnia and Herzego-
vina into a music enjoyed and "owned" by a majority of Yugoslavs.  



Both Sevda and the human values it represents became cultural victims of the con-
flicts of the 1990s in former Yugoslavia. The fate of Bosnia was decided at a mee-
ting at Karađorđevo, Vojvodina, between Serbian President Slobodan Milošević and 
Croatian President Franjo Tuđman on 25th March 1991. The outcome was a Rib-
bentrop-Molotov style agreement to go to war and to divide Bosnia and Herzogovi-
na between them along "ethnic" lines.The division would be implemented by an 
"ethnic cleansing" policy first hatched in the corridors of the Serbian Academy of 
Sciences in the mid-1980s and in some ways reflected publicly and politically in the 
SANU Memorandum of 1986. The implications for Bosnia were particularly grim. In 
1981,16.8% of marriages in Bosnia were of mixed religion (11) . In some cities, by 
the early 1990s, the proportion was as high as 40-50%. In 1992, and the eve of the 
war, Bosnian society enjoyed an almost entirely integrated common life. I remem-
ber sitting at a coffee shop on the Rondo in Mostar at that time and asking my fri-
ends mischievously who was Muslim, Serb Orthodox or Catholic.. I shall never for-
get the answer: "Neznamo......nema veze!", "We don't know and we don't care!" At 
the outbreak of war, few people in Mostar believed the city could ever be divided 
along so-called "ethnic" lines. 

The process of implementing the Karađorđevo agreement, and of breaking apart a 
society so closely integrated, was cruel beyond the imaginations of the Belgrade 
academicians. There is still debate about the number of people killed, but a figure 
of between 120,000 and 200,000 embraces the differing estimates. All people of 
Bosnia suffered - there were as many serious woundings as deaths, 2.2 million pe-
ople driven out of their homes and up to 50,000 cases of rape - but the majority of 
victims were Bosniaks (Muslim, or of secular Muslim heritage). It was a genocide, 
but for the perpetrators, many of whom were not Bosnian, it was also a cultural sui-
cide - the wanton destruction of the "common life" identity of the Balkan heartland. 
The situation was compounded by weakness, apathy, misinformation and at times 
connivance among the international community. Sevda, as a prime cultural expres-
sion of the common life, came under pressure from all sides. It was scorned as "Is-
lamic" by extreme Serbian and Croatian nationalists, and attempts were made to 
drive it out of both public and private spaces. At the same time a "reactive" nationa-
lism grew for a time among political factions of the Bosniak community promoting 
an atmosphere in which Sevda came to be regarded, in some circles, as exclusi-
vely Bosniak. 

The war, in its ambitions for power, money, division and Lebensraum, was an as-
sault on the Bosnian common life and identity. The genetic make-up of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina is predominantly haplogroup I-P37, followed by E-M78, (12). groups 
associated with autochthonous Balkan populations, spread more or less evenly 
among Bosnia's communities, and across Europe as far as Scandinavia and the 
British Isles. The different religious communities, Muslim, Serb Orthodox and 
Catholic have cultivated some distinctive cultural practices (for example in folk dan-
ce), but most Bosnians before the war lived their lives in the "common life" in 
between, the same common cultural area that the music and poetry of Sevda came 
to occupy. They shared the same genetic code, lived largely secular lives, dressed 
the same, enjoyed the same cuisine, went to the same schools, fell in love with one 
another and spoke the same language - Bosnian dialects of Serbo-Croat, in which 



minor linguistic differences were defined by region rather than by community. I ar-
gue that it is misleading to speak of different "ethnicities" in Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na; by most anthropological definitions it is a single, collective ethnicity (13). But the 
growth of nationalism in the 19th century and the policies of the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia encouraged the construct of "nationalties" or "peoples" - Serb, Croat 
and Muslim - an inconsistent terminology, which is why the predominantly secular 
"Muslim" population is now normally referred to as "Bosniak". At the end of the war, 
in the Dayton agreement of 1995, the objectives of ethnic cleansers and the inte-
rests of the international policymakers came together in the division of the country 
into the Federation, comprising a de facto division of Bosniak and Croat communiti-
es, and Republika Srpska, the Serb entity. From then onwards, Bosnia was to have 
three different school systems and three different “languages".  

As I have commented recently (14), “the fact that ultra-nationalists and the interna-
tional community conspired to create the illusion of difference and to generate a vo-
cabulary of malapropisms (nation, race, ethnicity, people, entity, Serb, Croat and 
Muslim….) to support and justify the division, is one the the great intellectual disas-
ters of the era”.

It is perhaps one of the few optimistic indications for Bosnia's future that the music 
of Sevda , the music of the "common life" and shared "ethnicity", somehow survived 
this attrition. Even at the height of the war, Croatian paramilitaries from Herzegovi-
na were singing Sevda in their clubs around Zagreb (15), and when I asked a friend 
whose brother was a high-ranking officer in the Serb forces what the soldiers and 
ex-soldiers were doing now the war was over, he replied "Some are still listening to 
Ceca........ but many are singing Sevda" (16); (Ceca, Svetlana Ražnatović, is widow 
of the paramilitary leader Arkan, and a popular singer of turbo-folk, an "Asiatic" style 
of popular music associated at the time, paradoxically, with a brand of Serbian anti-
Islamic nationalism). 

The post-war period brought a modest revival of general interest in Sevda, both in 
Bosnia and Hezegovina and in former Yugoslavia at large. An important role in this 
revival was played by groups such as The Mostar Sevdah Reunion. The mission of 
"reunion" in question was not only to bring the best musicians back together, but 
also to re-unite those of different communities separated by the war. The group was 
founded in Mostar in 1998 by Dragi Šestić, and Mujo Šantić (accordion and clarinet) 
was an important early inspiration. Other band members include Mišo Petrović and 
Sandi Duraković (guitars), Nermin Alukić Čerkez (voice and guitar), Marko Jakovl-
jević (bass), Gabrijel Prusina (piano), Senad Trovac (drums) and Vanja Radoja (vio-
lin), musicians from all so-called “ethnic" identities of Bosnia and the region. The 
style ranges from traditional to popular, jazz and experimental influences, and guest 
performers have included two legendary Serbian Roma artists: the late Šaban Baj-
ramović and the late Ljilijana Buttler. 

And a new generation has carried Sevda to new musical frontiers. Damir Imamović 
(born 1978), grandson of the celebrated Zaim Imamović, has developed a personal 
Sevda guitar technique which combines contemporary jazz influences with styles 
adapted directly from Makam and the techniques of the Near and Middle Eastern 
oud: a forerunner of the European lute (al-ʿūd). In a way Imamović is propelling 



Sevda simultaneously deep into its past and prospectively into its future. An excep-
tional young singer, Amira Medunjanin, described by journalist Garth Cartwright as 
the "Bosnian Billie Holiday", has combined authentic traditional interpretations of 
Sevda of exceptional purity, in particular in her recordings with accordion player 
Merima Ključo, with influences from jazz, popular music and even flamenco. In her 
performances she often combines Sevda with songs from other former Yugoslav 
traditions, including Serbia, Croatia, Montenegro and Macedonia. The plurality of 
the contemporary world of Sevda is sensitively captured in Robert Golden's film 
Stories of Sevdah - the Balkan Blues (2009) (17) 

From Graeco-Arabic medicine to music therapy 

In the early 1990s I worked for organisations like Action for Bosnia and Scottish Ac-
tion for Bosnia concerned with challenging an output of misinformation and disin-
formation about Bosnia and Herzegovina and its identity which was feeding both 
the war and Western attitudes to it: for example that the conflict was simply a "civil 
war", that it was fuelled by "ancient ethnic hatreds", or that Bosnia was "an enclave 
of radical Islam in the middle of Europe". I also worked directly and politically to at-
tempt to stop the war. This involved travelling to the besieged city of Sarajevo. But 
as the political process failed, I turned my attention to matters more familiar to me. I 
worked with artists in Sarajevo to support the cultural defence of the city: with the 
"Cellist of Sarajevo" Vedran Smailović, with Dževad Šabanagić, leader of the Sara-
jevo String Quartet, Faruk Sijarić Dean of the Music Academy, the Sarajevo (War) 
Philharmonic, young rock musicians and with a number of writers and artists, like 
Goran Simić, Miki Trifunov, Edo Numankadić, Nusret Pašić and Mustafa Skopljak. 
Culture became a defensive weapon in Sarajevo, precisely because it expressed 
the common identity of people of different backgrounds trying to survive the medie-
val siege of a modern city, it offered self-respect to its citizens and the opportunity 
to resist primitive violence with meaningful human expression. Above all it counte-
red propagandists who attempted to portray Sarajevo as a hotbed of primitive radi-
calism with indisputable evidence that it was a sophisticated European city whose 
cultural icons were Beethoven, Anthony Gormley, Sevda and U2. I documented 
some of these activities in a series of articles forThe Independent newspaper at the 
time (18-20). 

Most important of all I was concerned about the plight of children in Sarajevo. At the 
time of my first visits (early in 1993) schools were closed, there was little food, wa-
ter had to be carried from artesian wells through sniper fire, mortars fell at random 
on the city, and children were frequently subjected to traumatising experiences of 
human carnage. I speculated that my background in community arts and therapeu-
tic work with music (although I am not a clinically qualified music therapist) might be 
of some use. From my artist friends, I discovered that there were plans to set up 
such an initiative but - as they put it - they were all "walking skeletons"; it would re-
quire outside energies and support. So we started a programme of creative arts 
workshops for children together. Our objectives were simply to offer children dis-
traction from the horrors around them and the chance to express themselves. It 
was only later that we were visited by representatives of the Ministry of Health who 
described our work as "therapeutic". And only much later did the scientific evidence 
come of the high levels of trauma among our children (21,22). The project in Sara-



jevo culminated in a number of large-scale events, including the first opera of the 
war Evropa in the National Theatre (during a ceasefire in 1995) and later Alicja u 
zemlji čudesa (Alice in Wonderland) in the Chamber Theatre. 

In the meantime, I had begun work in Mostar, initially independently in 1994, and 
from 1995 in a collaboration with the charity War Child. The work in Sarajevo was 
of necessity a series of "drops in the ocean". But after the Washington agreement 
of March 1994 brought a limited ceasefire to Mostar, it became possible to think of 
a project that would reach all children in the area, at least in East Mostar, a largely 
Bosniak enclave generated by ethnic cleansing and containing the most traumati-
sed children. By late 1994, the EU had embarked upon a programme for rebuilding 
schools, but there were few creative arts teachers left in East Mostar. So I approa-
ched the Minister of Education to give me permission to use the creative arts 
"hours" in the school timetable both to deliver the National Curriculum - an admira-
bly liberal and ambitious programme drawn up in Sarajevo at the worst point in the 
war - and to bring enlivening and therapeutic creative work to the children. 

I set about recruiting a team of young people, many of whom were young demobili-
sed and sometimes brutalised soldiers whose education had been interrupted by 
the war, and offered them a modest training in creative work with children. As hosti-
lities ended I began to bring groups of my Music in the Community students from 
Edinburgh University on placement as peer support for the team, who were by that 
time working regularly in schools throughout the Canton, reaching over 3000 chil-
dren a week. In 1997, the Pavarotti Music Centre was built to house the schools ou-
treach project, a Primary and Middle Music School, a recording studio, and a clini-
cal Music Therapy Department - the first to be dedicated entirely to working with 
children with trauma. The outreach team and music therapists worked in tandem in 
a pyramid structure: the therapists focussed on a relatively small number of highly 
traumatised children, but mentored the large-scale operation of the outreach team 
at the base of the pyramid. 

The work in Bosnia went on to embrace educational and development projects in 
Sarajevo - including the Sarajevo Experimental Schools project, a programme whi-
ch brings together schools from the divided "entities" of Sarajevo in creative activiti-
es - and social and creative development projects in locations such as Srebrenica. 
The University of Edinburgh has continued to be involved in summer camps, where 
the focus has slowly shifted from post-war trauma to more general concerns of 
special education development; the intervention as a whole has become a model 
for work with young victims of war in many parts of the world, including Kosovo, 
Chechnya, Israel and Palestine, East Africa and South East Asia.

Sevda did not feature largely in our initial work with children, which was rather fo-
cussed on individual creativity, song writing and music theatre. The first time I wor-
ked with Sevda with children in Sarajevo was in the opera Evropa, where it took on 
a largely symbolic role. The opera was "commissioned" by Ibrahim Spahić for the 
1995 Sarajevo Winter Festival, and directed by Dino Mustafić. Goran Simić's libret-
to is set on an ocean liner called Europe, steered by Miss Europe, whose crown 



keeps falling down over her eyes. In the hold, there are rats, eating away at the 
ship's supplies and gnawing at the hull. On board there is a crew of children who 
ask Miss Europe awkward questions, like "Where are we going?" "Are you aware 
that the rats will sink the ship?" or "Do the birds have a nationality? Does the rain 
change its name when it falls on some river?". The children are particularly concer-
ned about one of the passengers - slijepi putnik - a "blind traveller" who has been 
driven from his home. For the blind traveller, and for the children's dialogues with 
him I wrote music in Sevda style. The musical play of symbolisms was obvious. But 
it also represented an important enfolding of identities, one particularly significant 
for the citizens of Sarajevo. The blind traveller deep in the hull of Europe’s ship re-
presents a quality of common life  embedded deeply in the European perception of 
its own identity. For the people of besieged Sarajevo, the betrayal of the common 
life was Europe’s betrayal not only of them, but of itself. The opera was supported 
logistically by Britain's first wartime Ambassador to Bosnia, Robert Barnett; Presi-
dent Alija Izetbegović announced that it marked a "turning point in Bosnian-UK rela-
tions". 

It was in Mostar and its surrounding village schools that I began to work with Sevda 
on a regular basis. Our schools programme was based primarily on the voice. The 
young women and men of the team were comfortable with singing, and many 
played the guitar, an ideal instrument for accompanying songs in the classroom. 
The musical literacy requirements of the National Curriculum were easily met th-
rough the voice, supported by a small number of classroom percussion instru-
ments. The core of the Curriculum was song, and the enlightened authors in Sara-
jevo had made sure that they represented all cultures of Bosnia, as well as music of 
the world and the Western classical repertoire. I expanded this programme through 
a series of projects: the Neretva River, the Mediterranean, and the Oceans of the 
World to include thousands of songs of contrasting emotional character from the 
world repertoire, mostly translated into Bosnian, but in the original languages where 
appropriate. In this educational/therapeutic process a further enfolding of identities 
took place. The citizens of pre-war Bosnia and former Yugoslavia had enjoyed con-
siderable freedom to travel around the world, with a passport which guaranteed en-
try to nearly every country without a visa. After the conditions of siege and the 
“ghettoised” atmosphere of the postwar period, the music of the world became a 
way for the children to re-enter a larger mental and cultural space and to reclaim a 
sense of world citizenship.  I encouraged the team to create coherent emotional 
journeys in song through their lessons, with clear beginnings and endings to the 
experience, climaxes and occasional surprises - a coherence and security of expe-
rience and emotional release traumatised children in particular relish.  

Sevda songs were crafted into these journeys, and were met with overwhelming 
enthusiasm. In some of the village schools, for example Blagaj, Gnojnice, Dračevi-
ce, Donja Drežnica or Vrapčići, a predominantly Bosniak village but with a signifi-
cant number of Serb returnees, the children used to cheer almost triumphantly 
whenever we arrived at Sevda songs. Was this a defiant assertion of Bosniak iden-
tity, a celebration of the Bosnian common life, or simply the joy of singing songs 
they knew from home? Was it a justifiable refuge in Bosniak culture, such as foste-
red at times by political interest groups? Or was it a respect for, and a fond memory 



of better times? It would of course have been unethical to put these questions di-
rectly to children at the time. My own judgement, having worked with them and their 
families over many years, is that the answer is "all of these things". I hypothesise 
that the multi-layered and nested identities of the music of Sevda offer engagement 
at one or more levels simultaneously: perceived post-war “ethnicities" (Sevda as 
“Bosniak” or “Serb”) - the Bosnian common life (Sevda as Bosnian) - the ex-Yugos-
lav common life (Sevda as “Yugoslav”) - European identity (Sevda as a synthesis of 
Balkan, Central European and Adriatic forms)  - and the identity of Sevda as a 
synthesis of Near Eastern and European aesthetics and forms. 

At our summer camps, we now have children of all faith backgrounds from the who-
le of the Mostar region, including as far away as Međugorje, a major Centre for 
Bosnian Croatian culture and the Roman Catholic faith. At our daily singsongs we 
are never allowed to end the evening, at the clamorous insistence of all of the chil-
dren - without exception - unless we sing together, at least once if not twice, the fa-
vourite Sevda song of the region - Čudna jada od Mostara grada 

Our use of Sevda, both consciously and unconsciously, to foster a sense of identity 
and self-respect among our children segued naturally into therapeutic processes. 
When those whose identity and personal survival have been threatened are offered 
the opportunity to affirm and celebrate that identity, particularly through an agency 
as emotionally powerful as Sevda, a process of social and personal revaluation ta-
kes places which naturally impacts on a sense of self and self-belief. This may help 
activate other psycho-social processes such as communication, self-expression, 
empathy and trust which may in turn connect to the psychobiological thresholds of 
trauma. 

I have written elsewhere about the uses of music in supporting children who are 
victims of war, including those with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (23,24). These 
studies range from consideration of uses of music in relation to neurophysiological 
issues of trauma, such as dysregulation and regulation of the body, to discussion of 
psychobiological questions of "communicative musicality", and of an emerging so-
cial neuroscience of shared affective experience. As I have noted above, Sevda 
songs formed, in our work, part of a menu of carefully crafted emotional journeys 
for our children. I have described the experience of music as an "ocean of 
emotion", as an infinitely complex flow of autonomic responses, neurotransmission, 
and endocrine release. I have suggested that responses to music are not obliged to 

Bosnian identities
Bosnia’s Judaeo-Islamic-Christian heritage

The identities of Sevda
Sevda as an integration of European, Near and Middle 
Eastern aesthetics and forms

European identity Sevda as an integration of Balkan, Central European, 
Adriatic and migrant culture forms

The Yugoslav “common life” identity Sevda as an expression of the Yugoslav common life

The Bosnian “common life” identity Sevda as an expression of the Bosnian common life

Perceived postwar “ethnicities” Sevda as an expression of subcultures, e.g. “Bosniak”



"land" on the islands of emotion defined by spoken language: the islands of love, 
hate, anger or shame, rather that music flows safely through the straits and the ca-
verns and the oceans in between. In this sense, I propose that the "sadness" of 
some Sevda songs is a safe sadness, and part of a necessary experience to help 
engage and balance the feelings of traumatised children, in a way not far from the 
intuitions of Graeco-Arabic medicine, an important ancestor of the philosophy of 
Sevda. There are of course many other emotional islands located in the neurophy-
siological ocean of Sevda - islands of joy, love, humour, optimism and excitement. 
Excursions around these islands were all crafted into the children's musical and 
emotional journeys. 

Sevda is a music that has synthesised different cultural identities, from its philo-
sophical origins in Ancient Egypt, Ancient Greece and the Middle East, to its musi-
cal origins in Turkish Makams, old Slav folk music, the traditions of Bosnia's Islamic 
and Christian faith communities, the songs of Sephardic Jews, the melos of Dalma-
tia and the Venetian Adriatic, the music of the Roma, Italian bel canto, Austro-Hun-
garian harmony and Macedonian rhythms. Its rich genetic code has also made it 
resilient: thriving in good times, surviving in bad. For our work with children it has 
provided a deep resource of cultural, intellectual, emotional and physical stimulus. 
In synthesising musical identities it has helped create a collective identity - for the 
Bosniak community, for the wider Bosnian "common life" - still not lost in spite of 
everything - and perhaps in a way for Europe as a whole. In a period of European 
history overshadowed by islamophobia and a certain cultural-political autism, Sev-
da is a small, benign piece of the East fully integrated into the heart of Europe, a 
deeply- moving, sorrowful, affectionate and humane music Europeans may recog-
nise as both "the other" and their own. 
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