
Author’s Note

All the stories in this book are a prose remix of traditional Bosnian 
sevdalinka ballads, except for the stories Misir, Ire, and Lepanto, which 

are based on songs typically sung by Dalmatian klapa ensembles, closely 
harmonizing singing groups much like barber-shop quartets. The story 
Tespih is a special case.

The term “remix” is not my attempt to define a new genre. I’ve borrowed 
it from popular music where it refers to a studio recording which has 
been rearranged with the musical instruments in an essentially different 
relationship than they had in the original recording. The songs I often 
listened to, in various performances and settings, in cafes, on vinyl and on 
CDs, driving my car or traveling by bus across Bosnia, on radio stations 
lost as soon as we entered a tunnel, at parties and partings, early in the 
morning as the revelers are pissing off home, from the time of war in 
Sarajevo as we crammed into a VW Golf that wouldn’t be lasting much 
longer, in Zagreb and Split, with those who listened to us and those who 
did their best not to, the sevdalinkas always drew me to wonder about what 
the circumstances had been when they were written. The lyricist is most 
often unknown, the performers change and adapt the songs to themselves, 
but the potent lyrical underpinnings remain and each concrete instance 
of pain and loss that gave rise to the song shines through. I was intrigued 
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by the event that stands behind each individual song and how the theme 
would unfold if it were told, instead, as a story. In cases when the verses 
and melodies merely sketched a mood because the feeling couldn’t be, or 
needn’t be, described in words, I tried to capture that, too, in the story. 
Sometimes the story lay in the way the sevdalinka was sung, in the drama 
of the voice, the sound, the saz, or accordion. In the remixes I aimed to 
preserve the moment at which an individual destiny is transformed into a 
collective voice, myth, and fairy tale, and the unusual documentary spirit 
of Bosnian and Dalmatian lyrical songs, the possibility that a miracle just 
might happen.

Not a single one of the stories is ‘inspired’ by a song, nor are the hidden 
or less hidden verses which take life in the prose text, quotes. If they are 
to be called anything, let’s call them samples, though instead of computer 
memory I used my own. In it, except for the songs themselves, are all the 
circumstances under which I heard them, sung by different singers. I would 
never write a story ‘inspired’ by a sevdalinka or klapa song. I believe that 
would be like making a movie ‘based on a true story.’ I do my best to see 
to it that there are no false stories.

I don’t provide the song lyrics with the stories, because the remixes 
were based on songs and their performance, the music, the voice, the 
harmonies, the saz . . . so a soundtrack would be the only adequate basis 
or material from which the remix could be made. The lyrics themselves 
are inadequate. And let me address the confusion: just as the remixes are 
also stories, so the songs are their soundtrack.

"

To those who listened to the songs with me, who were silent and under-
stood, to those who played and sang, to the late Zaim Imamović, Benjamin 
and Safet Isović, to the late Jozo Penava, Emina Zečaj, Ilijaz Delić and 
Mostar Sevdah Reunion, to the late Himzo Polovina, Nada Mamula, Zora 
Dubljević, Zehra Deović, to the late Muhamed Hamić Mešanović, Meša 
Gribajčević, to the known and unknown accordion and saz players, to Ljubo 
Stipišić Delmat and the singers in his klapa ensembles, to Spiro the tenor, 
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to Ivan Lovrenović and all the friends who sang to me, to Semezdin and 
Ahmed, to Ana—with the teman I greet you, and to you I dedicate this book.
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