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Preface
 

Dear Friends, 
 
The minute you have in your hands include the presentations made during the third seminar on 
Rebetiko in Skyros “Museum Faltaits” from 17 to 24 July 2011.  
In spite of the gloom in difficult times with an economic downturn, which impoverishes the weakest 
of our fellow citizens and makes us witnesses of a cruel and unbearable derogation of moral values, 
held the 3rd seminar of Rebetiko and popular song. 
Our basic objective was not and never will be the economic success of our efforts. For all of us 
involved in this case, the common value of our action is  a moral satisfaction based on our common 
consensus that this part of our popular culture that serves the rebetiko should not be forgotten and 
ostracized from hazardous 'experts' and cunning interests. Moreover, the transmission of love for 
musical tradition to the younger ones, arm us with courage   to continue   our effort. 
I would like to thank all those who contributed to the realization of the third seminar, either as 
students or as participants in the parallel events and musical night moments. 
But especially I would like to thank Spiros Goumas, a virtuoso musician with deep knowledge of 
our popular music-and not only- who like the genuine artists, using his art creates a moral personal 
attitude, particularly during this critical and sad period of our life giving breaths and beauty in our 
lives. 
Manos and Anastasia Faltaits who have provided eagerly the areas of “Faltaits museum”. 
Nik  Politis for his help throughout the course and the care of the seminar edition.  
The staff of the Cultural Centre of Skyros and especially Mrs. Helen Koukovinou for the help 
they provided us. 
The islander’s citizens, who supported our efforts and hopefully will continue to support it in the 
future. 
Finally, the members of musical group "Neglected ones" Costas Tryfonopoulos, Rena Strouliou, 
George Haratsis and Photini Karababa who made every effort to achieve the third Rebetiko seminar.  
  
 
 
A warm thank to all 
  
George Makris 
Responsible for administration     
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A brief introduction to Rebetiko.
George Makris

 
  
What is the Rebetiko song? What its mark and what signifies? Whom it may concern? The 
etymology of the words "Rebetiko" and "rebetis" has been a puzzle for half a century and remains so. 
Possibly the word rebetiko derives from the words:   
 "Rembet", an old Turkish word meaning of the gutter child or wanderer             
 "rebenk" a Serbian word meaning "rebel" 
 "rab" (or ruba'a)   Arabic and Persian words meaning variously "four", "quatrain", "God", 

"Lord";  
 "rab", a Hebrew word, from which derives "rabbi";  
 The Greek words (verbs) "remvo" or "remvazo" meaning "meditate", “wander".(32) 

The term rebetiko is a narrow conceptual musical schema which is a part of the broadest sense of the 
urban folk song. Even today when we talk about the Rebetiko song there are some social reflexes, 
which contextually refer to a marginal genre song in which  the world of prison is  “involved “ , as 
the natural environment within which mainly flourished during the classical period  the rebetiko 
(1932-1940).  This view is partially correct, because it does not take into account or systematically 
ignores the social, financial and musical circumstances of the rebetiko appearance 
We could say, with regard to the content of the songs, that 'rebetis' is a person who has often 
contradictory emotions, such as: joy, pain, bitterness, anger. Also, a person that protests and his song 
is the latest creation of the Greek people, along with the birth of the Modern Greek urban life in the 
first quarter of the 19th century. 
Manos Hatzidakis said that in three words can be summarized the rebetiko and popular song "love", 
«fun" and "sorrow”. To rebetiko song has passed into the conscience of Greek people regardless of 
class, social and economic situation.  
It is known that the rebetiko, as with all innovative musical currents, e.g. the Blues, Jazz, Tango, 
Flamenco, Fados, encountered -either for political or social reasons- an unreasonable suspicion that 
reached several times the limits of the criminal prosecution!! 
Popular song of cities existed since there were Greeks and Greek cities.  Necessary, therefore, a 
prerequisite for the emergence of urban-modern Greek popular song was the same as it was for the 
Modern Greek literature: the development and prevalence of Modern Greek language in everyday 
common life and in literature.  This happened mainly during the 10th to the 12th century, as shown in 
the 'Ptochoprodromika' poems and doggerel-poems of oral literature. (33)  
The linguistic nature of these poems is mixed. Used literary Greek language in the preamble, in the 
epilogue and intermediate apostrophes for the high person to whom the narrator asks beneficence. 
The simple daily language used in the intermediate Parties described the narrator's problems because 
of poverty.   
Few specimens have survived from the communal songs the Byzantine times. Our knowledge about 
the dissemination and exploitation of local song in Byzantium is limited.  

                                                 
32 One hundred three of the famous quatrains of Omar Roumpagiat Kagiam located in this small book. One hundred 
three quatrains consisting of independent bends and each of them composed of four lines of equal, but varied 
prosody; sometimes all rhyme but often the third verse negates the rhyme. As usual with such lyrics of  the East, the 
Roumpagiat follow one another and all together an alphabetical rhyme - strange sequence of joy and grief. 
33 Georgiades Nearchus. On-line magazine clique: Rebetiko forum "The raping of a defenseless Jewish" August 2010  
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However this was not enough for the emergence of a new type of urban song. Something else was 
needed and the additional element was the “rhyme” which detected in Crete, in the second half of 
the 14th century (34). In this way the captured people incorporated into their own culture the new 
elements for instance rhyme, serenade, the dance balos and others. 
The influence of rebetika.   
The music has no borders. The music is a language; what changes is the tone according to the 
rhythms and the culture of each nation (35)   
Few words we could say that the formation of rebetiko music as a kind of urban popular song was 
influenced by musical forms, which were preceded, and in particular by:   
 (a) The ecclesiastical music parts which were and are the main factors of the Greek Orthodox 
Church.   
(b) Posies-doggerels of the oral literature of mature Byzantine period 
(c) The Greek traditional songs of the rural, insular and mainland parts of Greece  
 (d) The popular songs of the East, and particularly from Turkey and Arabia, which became known 
in Greece travelling from the Minor Asia sea ports and entering Greece through the Greek ports 
(Piraeus, Thessaloniki, Volos, Syros, etc.) and by the Greek   refugees after the destruction of Asia 
minor in 1922.  
(e) The Ionian Islands (Eptanisiakes) serenades. The islands were inherited to Greece after the 
annexation of the Islands in Greek territory in 1863. The Ionian Islands had developed their musical 
style, after so many years of Italian influence (because of the Italian occupation).  
 (g) The Athenian Serenade and operetta which is a light opera (36). 
 “The Greek Folk Songs" by Claude Fauriel is the first collection of this kind and was printed in two 
volumes in 1824-1825 in Paris. Immediately was created a huge sensation. The social climate was 
favourable during this period for everything Greek because the Greek revolution against Turks. The 
collection was translated directly in German, English and Russian, later in Greek as well.  
   a profound researcher says that within the manuscripts of Fauriel published a 
few years ago in Greece, there are urban-folk songs, most of which were transmitted orally from 
generation to generation  until 20th  century and recorded with the designation "Rebetika" Indicative 
refers  the following titles: 
 Apple tree loaded 
 Yesterday evening 
 Thieves  Dance  
 Who saw green tree 
 In foreign land-   Two girls love me Stranger-I 'm from the Izmir- 
 Five days bride-When you go my Marou  in the water  

   
The prison 
 
The first reference to songs of the prison, which over time formed a part of rebetiko song; go back in 
the mid-19th century especially in 1850. The French nobleman Appair in order to study the problems 
and the well-being of prisoners in Othonian prisons visited Greece and subsequently referred to the 
songs recorded by the prison premises. Particularly identifies the rebetiko in Palamidi prison of 
Nafplio. Andreas Karkavitsas a famous Greek writer visited the Peloponnese in 1890 and 1891 and 
recorded a series of prison songs (in Palamidi and Pylos). Also, Alexandros Papadiamantis in the 
beginning of the 20th century in his story that he wrote in 1900, “the neighbour with the lagouto”, 
presents the main hero of the story closed in his room and singing Rebetiko songs "…  
                                                 
34 Georgiades Nearchus. On-line magazine clique: Rebetiko forum "The raping of a defenseless Jewish" August 2010. 
35 "Folk music roads" Manolis Michalakis. Ed. Joseph.  
36 Baroutas Costas: The music life in Athens in the 19th century (1993 ed. Nakas).  
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The main arguments against rebetiko song in the last quarter of the 19th century culminated in the 
first quarter of 20 centuries were:    
(a) A significant effort based on intellectuals and musicians who believed that the total future of 
Greece must be focused in Europe and the total values that it postulates. 
(b) The ideology that any remnant of the long Turkish slavery, in this case and the musical form 
from the East, should be ostracized as an anti-national attitude and practice   
(c) the accusation of rebetika songs as a worthless music product based on the inspiration of low-
class people, ignored systematically, that new socio-economic conditions created by the arrival of 
1500 million refugees from minor Asia, exacerbated the problems of the entire Greek population 
giving the lead to unemployment, the overall decline of life, the social injustice, the psychotropic 
substances and finally to the problem of the survival of   people. 
  In 1871 the Conservatory of Athens is established (37) and the same year   the first cafe-chantant 
opens in Athens (a kind of small musical cabaret providing famous European songs of this period –
Italian and French-). During this period, musically, the Italian opera dominates in Athens. All 
“Greek” songs of this period were based on the melodies of the Italian operas.  
In 1873 the first café-sandur opens (from 1886 onwards the sandur-cafe are renamed to café-
aman)(38).  
We should clearly distinguish the «Smyrna» style of the first decade of rebetiko, as contrasted to the 
«classic» and «popular» periods 1933-1940.  
In 1880 Athens was divided into two. On the one side there were the “lovers of the Asian muse” and 
on the other side all those who believed that the (long)-drawn-out love songs (amane) had not at all 
Greek features. That led to many discussions concerning the music of the Orient. 
 By 1886 Athens was full of café- aman. The music of café aman was a kind of musical cabaret with 
its origins based on café-aman mainly in Smyrna and Constantinople. The music was much more 
complex and very emotional.  
The lyrics referred more often about erotic love and loss of happiness than drugs and prison.  Women 
were very active as performers in the café-aman. The complete dominance of the (long)-drawn-out 
love song will last ten years. Its characteristics are long, wailing instrumentally and vocal 
improvisations on a given mode (musical scale), the lascivious feminine voice and the vigorous 
dancing - mainly the sexually provocative tsifteteli dance, analogous to the Turkish Belly-dance. The 
solo instrument was rhythmically accompanied by a second instrument which doubled the melody.   
The musical atmosphere of the «Cafe Aman» had a strong oriental flavor with obvious Arabian and 
Turkish influence. The instruments were the violin, the lute, the outi, the santouri and the performers 
were skilful and experienced. Towards the end of the century we face the decay of the café-aman, the 
appearance of the shadow play (theatre-karagiozis) and the Athenian revue ( ) are 
observed, as well.  
The love of the audience for the   foreign music was revitalized. The music at the revues, apart from 
few “unsuccessful” cases, was a true copy of foreign melodies. The revue’s success was tremendous. 
It dominated over the first two decades of the 20th century. The revue’s content changes after 1922 
(because of the Asia Minor catastrophe) and so do the audience’s interests. 
The following two decades feature highlight the classic period of rebetiko, as a product of mainland 
Greece. The chief instruments here are the bouzouki, the baglamas and at later stage the guitar. The 
singer is a man and his voice may have a metallic, rough and heavy tone but in no case is it sweet or 
lascivious. The musical style is plain and heavy. The song usually starts with a taximi played by the 

                                                 
37 The "Music and Dramatic Association “Conservatory of Athens”. Founded in 1871 on the initiative music lovers of 
that time (who must integrate and the Prime Minister Al. Koumoundouros) Takis Kalogeropoulos: Dictionary of 
Hellenic Music. Ed. Gialleli 2001. In 1926 he founded the "National Conservatory" with director Emmanuel 
Kalomiris.  
38 Hatzipantazis Theo: "the muse Asiatidos Lovers", Athens, 1986, Moment  
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bouzouki. The taximi is an improvisation and a mode (based on a musical scale). It serves as a 
prelude introducing the listener to the atmosphere and style of the song and never constitutes a 
virtuoso’s end in itself. Its rhythmic character is free. Quite often the taximi is accompanied by the 
continuous striking of the baglamas’s open strings. 
 
The appearance of the classical rebetika songs within specific socio-economic conditions.  
 
Life in Greece during this period is determined by factors such as internal and external migration and 
doubling of Greek territory after the Balkan wars and the rapid population growth by 1.5 million 
after the entry into the country of refugees from the East coast of the Aegean. All the social material 
above created the musical substrate   on which a new type of music developed and made strong roots 
giving finally a musical product the rebetiko song of classical period 1922-1936.   
Slowly, but surely we have the gradual acceptance of rebetika-popular song, from the wider working 
classes, the persecuted of refugee camps and more generally the lower economic classes, the mixing 
and converts it to the main music expression and fun factor of people. 
 
Classical rebetika of the period: 1922-1936  
 
The main ambassador of the classical period is Markos Vamvakaris, over a period of thematic songs 
social reports missing or at best scarce. The same period composers from Smyrna began to compose 
rebetiko style songs in order to maintain their competitiveness and to survive musically from the 
danger of a new musical style. After the well-known Minor of Teke (by John Halkias or Jack 
Gregory) which arrived in Greece in 1932, the rebetiko was strongly influenced. Markos 
Vamvakaris, Stratos Pagioumtzis, Anestis Delias and Giorgos Batis shape the “Famous Tetras” of P 
created a new musical movement. The bouzouki began gradually to lose its unlawful and outdated 
musical personality.   
Markos Vamvakaris was born on May 10th 1905, in Ano Hora Ermoupoli of Syros. 1917 came in 
Piraeus after worked as a worker carrier and butcher came to become a musician, he learned 
bouzouki in tekedes with ' teachers ' a variety of self educated bouzouki players… until 1937  had 
already recorded several songs. 
In the middle of 1932 with the encouragement of Spyros Peristeris, Markos made his first recording 
with bouzouki the ‘Karantoyzeni’ and the instrumental 'Arap ' zeibekiko”. 1934 in collaboration with 
his friend’s musicians Batis, Pagioymtzis, and Delias created the famous 'Quartet of Piraeus', the first 
rebetiki company and appeared in the ' Sarantopoulou ' Mantra of Drapetsona near Santa Dionysius.   
For historical reasons we should mention the recordings that included in the composition of the 
Orchestra bouzouki and preceded the historic recording of Vamvakari: 
1) At 1910 the tsifteteli 'last night' on disk X-54734 Odeon Record with Smyrnaiki Estoudiantina, 
where at the end sounds like response-antifonisi ' Play bouzouki.   
2) At 1917  in the ' Widow  change  name ' an no sale disk (   ) with a number of 
Prossian RK-1004 company named ' Commission ' where sings  Apostle Papadiamantis from 
Skiathos and plays great bouzouki Kostas Kalamaras from Syros and was recorded in Gerlitz 
(Berlin). 
3) At 16th September 1926, the traditional songs 'Three lygeres' and 'Tsekouraioi ' on a   disc Ni-
68776 Victor America where the bouzouki player is Kostas Nokotis and the accordionist Sfontilias. 
 
The period of Metaxas dictatorship and the censorship: 1936-1941 
 
During the period 1936-41 at the beginning of the Metaxas dictatorship and the imposition of 
censorship to avoid unwanted recordings, the situation has changed significantly. We have no longer 
recordings with antisocial content or songs that pay homage to the 'rebetiko' life and the use of 
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hashish substances. We do not have recordings that bring a reminiscent mood of East. The paradox is 
that Kemal Ataturk in Turkey has imposed the same exclusions … Is the period where Greek hashish 
smokers exiled to the islands in the Aegean. At the same time the musicians of rebetiko find social 
and professional shelter in Thessaloniki where the police Chief Mouschountis (39) and later 
Tsitsani’s best man was a lover of rebetika with an excellent collection of discs 78 turns, which 
(collection) disappeared after the end of World War II ’.  
In the chronology of rebetiko song, Vangelis Papazoglou (1896 Izmir - Athens 1943) with the nick-
name “cucumber” for the integrity of his character is in pre Vamvakari generation. Papazoglou is 
count substantially between the founders of the Rebetiko song.  On Tountas and Papazoglou relied 
mainly folk song before the bouzouki joins the folk orchestra. "If you sing the pain of the world 
sing your own as well. If you sing only your pain you aren’t rebetis… (40)”.  Very soon after his 
arrival in Greece, starts working as a musician, while also writes his own songs. His wife was the 
blind singer Angela Maronite-Papazoglou. He refused to censor his songs by the regime of Metaxas. 
He continued playing in clubs and festivals and write songs. When in 1941 the Germans had entered 
Athens, not wanting to play and dancing for the “black marketers," dropped his guitar and quit 
singing, threw a bag on his shoulder and became a junk dealer. Thus, he mourned the subjugation of 
Greece. The decision was fatal consumptive died Sunday, June 27, 1943. 
 
Occupation and Civil War: 1941-1949 
 
During the German and Italian occupation in 1941, all recording activity ceased (Greece’s recording 
studios and equipment were almost completely destroyed by the end of the war). Songs are also 
composed during the occupation; but they were not recorded. The factories remain closed until 1946. 
Songs are composed by the occupation period, but recorded from 1946 onwards when began 
operating the Columbia plant (41).  
                                                 
39 Helen Spyropoulou, rebetiko forum: Nikos Mouschountis was involved in the assassination of Polk. For the case 
accused the journalist Gr Staktopoulo, who "confessed" after horrific torture and promises of Mouschounti that there 
would not be punished with a heavy punishment. 
Together was accused and Mouzenidis (who had died 1 month before the murder of Polk!) Also Vasvanas, which was 
shown many miles away, at time of Polk’s execution,. As shown, Polk was killed by an agent of the Intelligence 
Service, Randall Coach, UK Consul in Thessaloniki, with the help of a murderer, in full agreement with 
Mouschountis.  
40 George Papazoglou: "Dreams of unburned and burnt Smyrna - Angela Papazoglou –Ta xairia mas edo" p. 615 
41 Eleftherotypia: 2/2/2008 "In the Columbia halls for over half a century, were written the history of Greek music. 
The iron main gate which top Greek singers passed, songwriters, composers, songwriters, music producers. It was 
produced on the premises of more than 200,000 discs of all kinds of Greek music. ". This applies to factory Columbia, 
the history of which begins in late 1920. Then the British Columbia record company decided to establish in Greece a 
record plant. In December of 1930 was completed the construction of the factory in an area of 14 acres at 127 
Heraklion Avenue, in Rizoupoli. In the 20.12.1930 was printed and marketed the first disk. In 1936 was built the 
first working chamber voice recording, the well known Studio III. In 1941 the Columbia factory requisitioned by the 
German occupying forces and act as a repair shop for tanks and cars. With the release, Columbia flourish. 
Production of Greek music discs with exports worldwide. The success was based on exports of disk and tape in the 
Arab market (mainly in Lebanon and Egypt). Only in 1977 the foreign exports brought $ 5 million. In 1983 the voice 
recorders stopped and at April 30 of 1991 enter final lock at the factory. Since 1999 the factory and the land (14 
acres) are owned by "MARMIN Construction Family Mortgage SA." In the February 21, 2006 the Central Council of 
Modern Monuments declared a landmark of the eight buildings in Columbia, paving the way for the demolition of 
the remaining seven, including the historic «Studio III". A month later was published the ministerial decision, under 
which was declared a listed building in the main building of the record company. The remaining seven buildings 
were not   characterized according to the decision because they have not been changes in such extent that no longer 
meet the conditions laid down by the provisions of Law 3028/02. A decision that are against the opinion of  residents 
and members of the "Initiative for the Preservation and Utilization of the Plant of Columbia». They revolt and seek 
to pass all the land of 14 acres and 8 buildings in the Ministry of Culture and become National Museum of Greek 
Discography. The Commission and the residents refer to the State Council   and seek to cancel the decision of the 
Ministry of Culture. The State Council accepts the appeal of the residents and the No. 3611/07 obliges the Ministry 
of Culture to bring the issue to review the Central Council of Modern Monuments. In the 02/07/2008 Culture 
Minister Michalis Liapis said in response to a question that will bring the matter to the Central Council of Modern 
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Since then, the second generation of rebetiko emerged as, Vasilis Tsitsanis along with, Manolis 
Hiotis, Giorgos Mitsakis, Giannis Papaioannou dominate. But most of the old rebetes of the first 
generation are pushed out of the limelight. During the Occupation, many of the Smyrna style 
composers (e.g. Panayiotis Tountas, Vangelis Papazoglou,   Kostas Skarvelis etc) died. The ones 
who survived representing mainly the Piraeus style, tried to make a living with difficulty. Markos 
Vamvakaris mentions in his autobiography that “he used to go to all the islands and the festivals or 
local fairs for living”.  
New rebetiko songs were now disseminated solely through live performances in the music clubs. 
Some of these songs were recorded by the composers after the war, other recorded by the next 
musical generation. Because of the difficult wartime economy, the clubs’ patrons were generally 
members of the underworld, people involved in black market (black marketers), thieves, smugglers 
and the rebetiko performers devoted quite often their songs toward these clients. The hashiklidika 
songs came back into popularity as the persecution of hashish users were not pursued, as the Metaxas 
years and hashish was available. Song’s lyrics also were related to the harshness of war: famine, the 
pain of separation, destruction, Devastation and death. 
Tsitsanis was born on January 18, 1915 in Trikala and died exactly 69 years later, on January 18, 
1984, the day of his birthday. In the autumn of 1936, Tsitsanis visits Athens. The main purpose of 
which is to study Law, but he quickly got involved with music. He recorded his first song “Se ena 
teke mpoukarane” 22 years old composer. Tsitsanis over this period worked systematically creating 
an amazing amount of work on thematic and exciting content, which led him, for many years, on the 
music top.   
In 1949, we have the end of the Greek civil war. This period Manos Hatzidakis in a speech at a 
massive audience to the Central Theatre connects the rebetiko with Hellenism and the Greek nation. 
This initiative by Hatzidakis is maximum political movement over a period of collapse of civil status 
and legitimacy. Hatzidakis using rebetiko, tried and according to my opinion succeeded to bridge 
ideological opponents (communists and nationalists) giving them the same vehicle rebetiko song.  
 
1960 onwards 
 
The postwar period (including the songs were written during the occupation and many of them 
recorded after the Liberation) until '53-'54. The period from '55 and then marked by the dominance 
of Kazantzidis and other great voices (Gavalas, Angelopoulos Bithikotsis etc.) and essentially 
reflects the weakening of the composers and their role in the production of the song. 
 In the 1960s rebetiko revives.  Articles with main subject the rebetiko, all the spirited efforts of 
several students, people discuss because of the awful imitation of the Asian Indian songs, the 
recording of Theodorakis’s Epitafios in 1960 (based on Ritsos poetry) had as a result for the record 
companies to start recording rebetiko again.  
 Some old ones were recorded, mainly sung by Grigoris Bithikotsis and Sotiria Bellou. Singers and 
composers of rebetiko), such as Markos and Stratos, got a job in the entertainment places again. In 
the meanwhile, music nights with rebetiko songs started being organized and people, mainly 
students, had the opportunity to meet old rebetes singers.  

                                                                                                                                                                    
Monuments.   However, while it has been a long time by the decision of the Council of State, the issue has not been 
discussed yet in the CAC and the minister has not accepted the people and the Initiative Committee. 
 "The goal of our efforts is the preservation of our cultural heritage with the creation of the Public Museum of Greek 
Music and Discography. An area of exposure of the past that must stay alive; where old and new artists, 
professionals and amateurs can create culture. 
  “An Exhibition room of music files, artists and creators, great poets, painters, etc. An area of research and 
documentation. That is a Cultural Center” say the members of the Initiative in a letter sent last February to the 
Minister of Culture. 
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In 1968 Elias Petropoulos’ a Greek sociologist who died recently in Paris wrote and published a 
book with the title “Rebetiko songs” (the first corpus of the rebetiko songs). 
At the beginning of the 1970s some of the greatest rebetes died (Stratos 1971, Markos 1972). Since 
then most rebetes started publishing biographies (Vamvakaris 1973, Rovertakis 1973, Roukounas 
1974, Tsitsanis 1979, Mouflouzelis 1979 etc) and many bands appear. At the same time centres for 
the study of the rebetiko songs were established and the university Folk Science scientists start 
mentioning it. In the 1980s films are made (K. Ferris’s Rebetiko with songs whose topics and music 
resemble the rebetiko songs), television series: The Minor of the Dawn),  
 
Some conclusions. 
  
The discussion of classification of rebetiko based on chronology, style, content etc. is still open and   
is difficult to draw definitive conclusions. The discussion helps to deepen and further clarifying 
information concerning the historiography of urban folk music. Rebetiko at the beginning was 
mainly a marginal product. The autocratic power of the governments of these periods, together with 
the conditions of life (endless poverty) during the Greek industrial development created the fertile 
and suitable subsoil on which the non-privileged social segments were expressed rebetiko supplied 
with the raw material of existence. The rebetiko was always the song of social protest and never 
"politically motivated. Its language deep and consistent Greek expressed the whole heterogeneous 
material into a new aesthetic listening while having the recipient and vehicle the Hellenism around 
the world. 
Rebetiko lasted so long as the social and cultural conditions fed it. It remains and continues to 
enlighten us. The result is that we continue to sing and play rebetiko and especially to have fun with 
it. Its acceptance is not due to revolutionary lyrics or the music, but because is based on the 
experiential interpretation. The folk song in Greece, after a long course with themes of poverty, 
social injustice, the uprooting, the miserable working conditions, by other words the basic problems 
the people in Greece experienced in the 20th century, today probably is at a crossroads. It continues 
to express with its own silent way pain, hope and concern for the weak social groups, after periods of 
intensive social and political pursuits and claims in front of a fluid society and a world that is afraid 
to assert what really and rightfully claims. 
  

An introductory seminar “Voice and Song”.
Rena Strouliou

 

We have often noticed that when sing or talk for a while we feel weariness in voice or even 
hoarseness. This is a result of misuse of the voice. If someone sings properly the voice never become 
tired.  The body of the singer has the attribute to lie not only in body, but the singer himself is the 
instrument. 
The first thing that we must fix on a singer’s body is the body posture. We stretch the body upright 
while the legs have to press firmly on Earth. Shoulders must be low; the chest should be out, the 
sides outside the stomach and abdomen relaxed inside. In this way the vocal cords stretch and the 
diaphragm descends. 
The head must be straight on the neck without chest tightness and the tongue must be relaxed. To see 
how important the body posture is I will sing a note, starting with the right position and then I will 
"spoil" this attitude. We find that the note that sounds in the second case is bad, shallow, nasty and 
tight. (Example) 
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Entirely song’s technique is based on breathing that is a natural function. When we breathe we get a 
little amount of air. We breathe on the side rather than on top! (Example). 
 After breathe we pull the muscles of the lower abdomen downward and backward. (example) 
This way we keep under the diaphragm and thus control the air outlet. (Drawing and explanation) 
When we manage to apply the right technique the voice comes out effortlessly and sounds full and 
very pleasant! We would say the achieved technique give us pleasant voice with bass notes derived 
from the body-house and treble coming from the speakers of the head. I’m going to sing a song 
without technique and then with technique. Everyone will realize the sound difference and agree that 
the latter is much nicer than the first.     

  Voice chords.  

The vocal chords have muscles in order to help their move. As we see   going to higher notes the 
cords stretch and lengthen. As we go to lower notes the cords relaxed and shortened. When we’re 
singing continually a note the vocal cords vibrate gently. The movement is natural. We don't need to 
do anything else. If we want to intervene tightening our throat thinking that we would sing better, 
unfortunately we only punish the chords. For this reason is necessary our neck to be completely 
loose! (example) 

 Diaphragm. 

When we breathe the diaphragm ribs are open. During the expiration, the diaphragm rises and leaves 
the air. Pulling the muscles of the lower abdomen we keep the diaphragm down. In this way control 
the air outlet. 

Wemust avoid:

1. Smoking and alcoholic beverages, nuts before singing. The alcohol damages the loose cords. 
Must be avoided before singing 

2. Screams  
3. Singing with a tight stomach 
4. Singing with lantern chin and a tight  lower jaw   
5. excesses amount of air during inhalation 
6. Wrong body posture 
7. Head in the front of the spinal column 
8. Singing without support. Without that connection to the resistance of breathing 

 

Fado and rebetiko social relationships.
Michailis Spiridakis

 
       Fado and Rebetiko are two musical genres whose early origins commence at different 
chronological periods. On one hand, the cultural setting leading to the evolution of the Fado begins 
to appear in the 14th century A.D in the East coast of South America. During that time Portugal 
belongs to the dominant European monarchies and expands its boundaries by colonizing Africa and 
some countries of the Americas. In 1821, the Portuguese court returns from Brazil bringing along 
colonized indigenous people of Brazilian and origins, who have migrate to Portugal. These 
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minorities find it difficult to conform to Portuguese Urban life and society due to their social status. 
(Pellerin, 2003, p.40). Amongst these marginalized groups live the “Fadistas”, the individuals 
associated with Fado Batido. The beginning of the 20th century and more precisely during the 1920’s 
Greece is subjected to a rapid urbanization. This urbanization occurs less on a domestic basis rather 
than on an external basis. Refugees from Asia Minor and most Hellenistic centers find shelter in the 
Greek cities of Athens and Thessaloniki. These minority groups, without knowing it end up playing a 
very important role in the cultural development of later Greek music. For the time being, their social 
marginalization cannot be avoided so they linger within the boundaries of the non-conformist Greek 
underworld where they meet the already existing cultural figures such as the Rebetis, or the 
koutsavakis; two figures of the underworld associated to a series of songs whose repertoire revolves 
around drug abuse, jail and violence.   On the other hand, as the evolution of Rebetiko progresses 
through time, other aspects such as love are included in the Rebetiko Repertoire, which links this 
music even more to the Portuguese Fado. 
SAUDADE 
 There is no direct translation from Portuguese to the English or in fact the Greek language.  Saudade 
refers to the concept of longing for the emotional serenity of one’s soul. In Rebetiko, there isn’t a 
precise word to describe the essence; each song has got its own meaning. However, the majority of 
the song’s lyrics reflect on the same feeling of ‘saudade’  
Both words and music reflect the abrupt turns of fickle Fortune, the evil destiny of the unfortunate, 
the irony of fate, the piercing pangs of love, the poignancy of absence or despair, the profound sobs 
of discouragement, the sorrows of saudade, the caprices of the heart, and those ineffable moments 
when the souls of lovers descend to their lips and, before flying back on high, hover for an instant in 
a sweet embrace (Pinto de Carvalho in Gallop, 1933 p. 200). 
If this rather poetic version of the nature of the Portuguese Fado is to be taken into consideration I 
believe it to be fair to say that there is a strong cultural connection between these two musical styles. 
This connection emerges as the result of the voyage of two worlds geographically unfamiliar to each-
other but whose cultural paths travel in parallel through time this Parallel journey affects among 
other aspects their musical traditions, further creating cultural and musical resemblances.  
TUDO ISSO E FADO 
This is just the first two stanzas of the lyrics. I believe this song to be worth mentioning because in 
my opinion it describes every aspect of the Repertoire in Fado songs.  With this in mind I would like 
to connect it to Rebetiko and relate both styles in terms of similar lyrical content.  
Like the Figure of the Rebetis, The fadista is also a vagabond, a man of low social status who carries 
a knife and is part of a clan.  The knife is used in order to defend himself and his honour. Fact that is 
also common in the Greek underworld of the late 1900ds early 20th century. 
Here is a text written by Ramalho Ortigao who in 1878 describes the figure of the Fadistas and show 
the relation with the rebeti. 
“He does not work; he does not have an honest income. He survives using his ability to exploit 
others.  The main areas, in which he lures, are the taverns, the brothels and the police station. The 
Fadista is consumed by the excessive use of Drugs and alcohol.  His is a foul and dirty creature 
whose skinny legs, smelly hair and black hands, turn everyone away from him». Same things can 
be said about Rebetis   
CENSORED MUSICAL CONTENT 
Fado is taken out of its original context of expressing longing and pain. It is used as a mean to 
portray the Portuguese imperialistic ideals.  A part of this is also done to further marginalize the 
fadistas. 
During the first Greek dictatorship, Metaxas banns Rebetiko Part of this is done in order to support 
the Greek nationalistic ideals of the tie that  Greece is pure and far away from anything that could 
have originated from Turkey. Rebetiko is used as a perfect example to portray the Eastern musical 
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tendencies which go against Greek ideals of the time. Furthermore, their repertoire is of very 
unethical content such as drug abuse and violence, which serves as one more reason to banish it. 
To sing the fado and to sing the Rebetiko, thus means to share and to renew a collective memory 
which could eventually disappear through the years. However the attitudes that form these two 
musical styles are reinvented and expanded in the memory of those who still listen and those who 
perform, having as a result, the constant revival of the Fado and the Rebetiko. In the end, this can 
perhaps be interpreted as keeping alive through art, a small spark of eternity. 
 
 
 

Persistence to the Zeibekiko and Chasapiko dances in the Rebetika songs.
An attempt to explain the preference.

Nikos Politis

This paper is an attempt to show how two dances, already known in some regions of the Greek-
speaking areas, came to spread out all over Greece in the 20th century through the medium of 
rebetiko song. 
 
In this presentation the term rebetiko will be used to refer to the period that started with Markos 
Vamvakaris’ entrance into discography (1932) and extended until mid-1950s or early 1960s. In the 
preceding period (known as the “Smyrneika period”), we note that in the discography there was a 
fairly even spread of dances and rhythms among all the dances popular with the Greek-speaking 
populations of Asia Minor and Istanbul, i.e. zeibekika (in various rhythmic variations), chasapika, 
tsiftetelli, karsilamas, syrta and others, as well as the off-rhythm but popular amanedhes. 
 Examining the Vamvakaris discography on 78 rpm records, we find that there are about 80 
zeibekika and 88 chasapika out of a total of 174 recorded items (42). So the question has to be 
asked: why the marked preference for these two rhythms? 
 First, let us look at the chasapiko: this dance was known from older epochs in many 
regions of the Greek-speaking world: eastern and central Macedonia, Thrace, Asia Minor, eastern 
Aegean islands, the Dodecanese and elsewhere. Most probably, its home was Constantinople and 
its surroundings. 
 The only older reference I could find was from the letters of Mme Chenier‘s, written in the second 
half of the 18th century.  Madame Chenier, the Greek Elisaveth Sandi-Loumaki, was married to 
the French diplomat Louis Chenier in Constantinople and the couple settled in Paris (43).  
Among other dances Mme Chenier also describes the “Arnaoutiko Dance”, as she names it, a 
dance danced in Constantinople during Easter festivities. It was performed by the “kassap oglan”, 
that is by the butchers of Constantinople, the “Makellarides” of the Byzantine times, the origin of 
which she describes as “Greek Macedonians”.  
The dance and its steps are not described in detail; the description is centred on the ritual 
movements in her effort to connect the dance to ancient times, to the army of Alexander the Great, 
to imitation of victorious battles etc. (Mme Chenier was of course not a musicologist or dance 
specialist, none of the educated elite of the time was one) 
I will not go into details but will note that the dancers “…stay in a row one next to the other and 
hold each other‘s belts, so as to keep even closer. They all make the same steps and act as one 

                                                 
42 P. Kounadi, Markos Vamvakaris, “Katarti” editions, Athens 2005. 
43 Magazine "Tradition and Art", Athens, No. 73, A. Raftis convertible. 
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single body”. There are two leading dancers and a small row of dancers after them, all armed with 
knifes, bars and whips. The main row that follows, some few hundreds, do not hold “arms”.  
The word chasapikos is not mentioned at all. I note, however, that “Arnaoutis” (Arnavut) is the 
Turkish word for Albanians, which the Turks even today link, for older times, to the profession of 
the butcher (kassap) in Constantinople. So we must be talking of the official yearly dance of the 
butchers’ guild. It should also be noted that carrying weapons had to be approved by the sultan, 
who had given the necessary permission. 
Even though Mme Chenier’s evidence is not sufficient, one could suppose that probably the dance 
described is the chasapikos that we know or some direct ancestor, which was spread from 
Constantinople to adjoining Macedonia (or vice versa!) as well as to a number of regions in close 
contact with the imperial capital. 
The rhythm of the dance is noted as 2/4 (in western notation).  This beat is very rare with the 
Greek (but also Turkish) speaking populations of the Balkans and more generally of the eastern 
Mediterranean.  Except for chassapiko (and the related serviko and chassaposerviko) it is not 
found in any other greek dance. 
On the contrary, this beat is very popular with the slavophone peoples and with the Rumanians, 
Moldavians and other peoples of northern Balkans and of the west coast of the Black Sea, 
including people of Jewish origin. 
 
As Martin Schwartz, the academic researcher of Berkley University has proved (44), the vast 
majority of chassapiko melodies popular in Istanbul also exists in the folk music of these people 
(mavrothalassitika, Black Sea songs).  So it is very probable that the "kassap oglan" of Istanbul 
have taken one or more of these melodies for the annual ritual dance of them, since commercial 
and cultural relations between Istanbul and the black sea were very close. 
 Let us now come to zeibekiko. If chassapiko was a politikos (from Constantinople) dance, 
zeibekiko was smyrnaikos (from Smyrna). More precisely, it is a dance connected firmly to the 
Zeybeks, a warrior tribe which was found in the last centuries in regions of western Turkey, 
mainly in the Aydin aerea and Izmir or further down, as well as extending eastwards (45). The 
origins of the Zeybeks have never been adequately defined, and this gives freedom to everybody to 
name (label) them as Turks, Greeks or Phrygians, according to the necessity. 
Zeibekiko too, was known and popular in several regions where Greek-speaking populations were 
or are still found: Western Turkey, Thrace, the islands of the Eastern Aegean, the Dodecanese and 
Cyprus. But neither zeibekiko nor chassapiko can compare with the popularity of, for example, 
kalamatianos, tsamikos, syrtos. Nor can they be seen as typical dances of a certain region. So how 
are we to explain the almost total dominance of those two dances in the rebetiko song genre? 
 To researchers familiar with Carnival folklore as well as with similar yearly activities or 
customs of the Christmas period the custom, or better the necessity, of the people to perform 
masquerades during these days, and also to perform activities of a theatrical or mimical character, 
is well known. These are very ancient customs originally performed for the prevention of evil, but 
also to invoke fertility, which is announced with the turn of the day in the Christmas period or with 
the announcement of the coming of Spring during Carnival time.  
Such activities are common in several regions, as the whole of northern Greece, Thessaly (the 
“Maides” of Pelion mountain), Crete or the “Zeibekia” of Syros or of Rhodes (Archangelos 
village) (46). Disguises often include theatrical activities that involve the figures of the “Doctor”, 
“Jew”, “Bridegroom and Bride”, “Negro” and others. Let us take a closer look at the second case 
(the island of Syros), as described in a scientifical research published 1913 (47): 

                                                 
44 Schwartz, Martin, Klezmer Music, pp. 4, 8, 10 – 11, Feldman. 
45 Nikos Politis, Zeibekiko dance: a unique example of a Greek folk dance of the 20th century, originating from 
Turkish Zeybek dance patterns, Istanbul Musical Seminars, 1 October 2005. 
46 NG Politou, Traditions of the Greek People, p. 1273 et seq Folklore. B 35 cc D311. 
47 JP Sideris. Zeybek, traditions of Carnival in Syros, Folklore 4 (1913 - 14). 
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 “From the second and until the last Carnival Sundays, together with various masquerades 
promenading in the streets of Syros, the “Zeybek” groups also promenade, composed of 20 to 30 
young revellers…” 
Having described in detail the clothing of the “Zeybeks” (which coincedes precisely with what we 
know of the typical ritual clothing of the Turkish Zeybeks), as well as the appearance of the Bride, 
the Bridegroom, the “Lord” and the Negro, the researcher then goes on to describe the evolution of 
the Carnival ritual, which includes the “abduction” of the Bride, the robbing of the rich visiting 
Lords, the sentencing to death and execution (by fire) of the Negro (the Lords’ guard) and further 
activities but mostly dance. The dances are executed by the “captain”, the group’ s leader, his 
“wife” and the lads themselves.  
Several groups are brought together every year by districts. On the last Sunday of Carnival all the 
groups unite and dance together. At the head of the group there is always the Turkish half moon, 
permission having already been requested from the Turkish consulate, a permission which was 
always granted. In former times two kindelia were accompanying the dances (a double coursed 
long neck lute), today a “laterna” is used. 
Let us now look into a further description, given by none other than Markos Vamvakaris (48): 
“During Carnival over there (in Syros) we had the ‘Zeibekia’. Up to forty people gathered 
together. They would open up a dance school, before Carnival and would learn to dance the 
zeibekiko, chasapiko, serviko, chasaposerviko. All this started fourty days before Carneval. 
The first Captain was the leader. He would dance very well. All were men, no women. There were 
several roles: the captain’s wife, the chaser, the captain’s son (who was me one year), the negroes, 
two negroes who pretended to be ‘stealing’ the captain’s wife, all men.  
Every Sunday we would pay a laterna to play and we would dance together in the streets. On 
weekdays we had only a tarabuka (small tambourine). Zeibekiko, chassapiko, serviko, these where 
the three dances that I would dance, most of all zeibekiko. All this happened in Syra; every district 
had this custom.” 
 
We note the remarkable concordance between the account of the scientific research and Markos’ 
personal memoir captured almost a full lifetime later. But there are some further notes: in Carnival 
activities exoticism is a must, especially in urban societies and Syra was urban. So we see marquis, 
pierroti, cowboys, Indians, while in rural districts we have traditional ancient daimonical shapes 
such as the male buck, ugly old men, bell bearers etc.  
But in both cases, there is a need for something to coincide with role playing: we are no longer the 
familiar faces of Yorgos, Yiannis, etc. but something different: Zeybeks. And as a proof, we do not 
dance syrtos, ballos and the familiar dances but zeibekiko, chassapiko, politiko, serviko, tsiftetelli, 
dances unknown in Syros at times other than Carnival. Hence the “dance school” that Markos 
describes, where these dances were taught formally. In no Greek city at the begin of the 20th 
century did dance schools exist where traditional dances were instructed. And the final exotic 
touch, the Turkish half-moon accompanying the revellers. 
So Markos grew up in Syra experiencing these performances. He enjoyed them and not only did he 
not forget them later, he recalls and is proud of himself towards the end of his life: 
“Me, dancing, if you could see me fifteen years before, you would be amazed.  And elsewhere: 
‘Dance’, they would say and I started immediately. They could not believe their eyes. They said to 
my father, ‘your son is an excellent dancer’. 
Then comes Markos’s migration to Piraeus (1917), which approximately coincided with what 
Greeks call the Asia Minor catastrophe and the ensuing settlement of refugees at breathing 
distance from Markos’ place. So when, later, he started playing the bouzouki as well as writing 
songs, his musical world consisted of the following: (a) the music that he brought with him from 
Syros; (b) music he was gathering from unknown, marginal players of the Piraeus district 
                                                 
48 M. Vamvakaris. Autobiography, ed. Papazisi, Athens 1978, p. 58 et seq. 
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(mourmourika and koutsavakika as well as other songs from the low life milieu); (c) music heard 
on gramophone records, i.e. Smyrneika melodies and rhythms of the days and (d) experiences 
from the immediate environment, i.e. from the refugees.  
With his clear preference for zeibekiko and chassapiko already declared, it is with no difficulty that 
we can answer our initial question: from the rich palette of rhythms offered for adoption, i.e. 
tsiftetelli, karsilama, zeibekiko, chassapiko, servika, syrta and amanes, Markos picked up the ones 
that directly appealed to his heart: zeibekiko and chassapiko. As he said characteristically, when 
asked about e.g. tsiftetelli: “Those ones we didn’t know”. He wrote not one tsiftetelli, very few 
syrta, some servika and one or two amanedhes. 
Of course, a major factor in his preference was the appeal to the audience. In those days songs first 
needed to pass the test of audience acceptance from the orchestral podium or, at least, from the 
coffee house, before the artist was encouraged to suggest them to the companies for recording and 
the company was ready to accept. So it is not unimportant that Markos was living in Tambouria, 
next to Drapetsona with the refugees, but was roaming around at all coffee shops and Tekes of 
broader Piraeus, met people, loved the refugees (not typical with the majority of locals …) and had 
them all as his audience. 
With his entrance into discography, 1933 practically, his songs find extraordinary acceptance. The 
so-called “Piraeus School” establishes itself rapidly and it is not long before new musicians come 
up, who will later play important or top roles in the evolution of rebetiko. But the successful 
coupling of zeibekiko and chassapiko is not touched by anyone.  
During the whole evolution of rebetiko these two dances continue to be by far the most popular. 
Only towards the end of the creative period of rebetiko, which coincedes with the emergence of 
what is today called “laiko” (pop music, more or less), around the end of the 1950s, are further 
rhythms introduced (or reintroduced) in the discography but this is connected to the “Indian” era, 
the establishment of Kazantzidis, Chiotis with his "latins" and other parameters and goes bejond 
our subject.  
Let us now look closer at the conditions, on which people would dance at former times: 
The humble small man of tradition, the rural man of the villages and small provincial towns, would 
only dance when the situations asked for or provoked it.  These situations would typically relate to 
the yearly cycle (religious feasts and festivals) or of the life cycle (birth, marriage, name day).   
On the contrary, in city taverns and starting from Asia Minor (Constantinople and Smyrna) it was 
customary even from the 19th century that people would have fun and of course dance without one 
of the previoulsly mentioned reasons existing.  Specifically for the humble and poor labourer of 
the cities, there also existed one very important reason:  "I happen to have money in my pocket 
today, so I will have fun".  Gradually, this custom spread everywhere, so today (also several 
decades before) it applies generally. 
Nevertheless, for the small man dance was always a function related to some sort of ritual, that is 
something demanded by the conditions of the time, which were not created by him merely for the 
dancing as such.  Nothing like "evening outings" existed, where we decide to either go to the 
cinema or to the dancing club or to a bouzoukia performance.  He would never sing the (folk) 
songs he knew in the way we listen to folk songs today, sitted in our armchair, just for the fun of it.  
A reason was always necessary:  be it the religious festival, a night works session, a travel on foot 
or on the donkey, a preceeding victorious battle.  Only in our days can dance be simply a spectacle 
for the observing party or a way for one to draw the crowd's attention towards him. 
Concluding, it is worth making two important observations, one on chassapiko and one on 
zeibekiko: 
 Chassapiko, in conjunction with the world wide acceptance of the film “Never on Sunday”, 
gave birth to a new fashion dance, the syrtaki, which persecuted our aesthetical feeling for quite 
some years. Today the syrtaki is history but genuine chassapiko, after the troubles it has suffered 
from the former, also from the choreography of "Zorba the Greek"s last scene, can very hardly be 
found performed properly at spontaneous gatherings and similar situations. 
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 With zeibekiko, however, something much more important happened: a genuine and 
centuries-old traditional dance, a warrior dance of the Zeybek tribes in western Turkey, a dance 
with a very strictly defined ritual, clothings, rhythmical and musical forms, gave birth to a genuine 
urban popular dance of modern Greece, focused on the personal expression of the performer rather 
than the needs of the society, and all this in a totally liberal choreographic environment. A dance 
born, developed and formed in less than half a century, but which was much loved and which 
continues to be danced even today (of course with all the negative influences of our times) all over 
Greece or abroad, wherever Greeks are having good times. And, most important: a dance which 
has been left to develop by itself, with no external intervention by authoritative or academic 
parameters. A social and choreographic phenomenon of which I do not know a similar example in 
the 20th century, anywhere in the world. 

Women in Rebetika
Gail Holst Warhaft

 
Women have always been active as singers and dancers in Greece, but whereas gender differences 
were underscored in traditional rural performance by repertoire and posture, the development of 
urban music gave women a new freedom and prominence as performers, and a popularity that rivaled 
their male counterparts. The operetta and musical review, musical cafes such as the café aman and 
the café chantant, gramophone records and the radio all helped make women performers into stars. 
The transformation of Greece from a predominantly peasant culture into a partially urban one, and 
the large-scale migration of Greeks from Asia Minor in the early decades of the 20th century, as well 
as from impoverished rural areas of Greece to Athens, the US, Canada, and Australia from the end of 
the 19th century to the 1970’s, brought women into a new and more egalitarian environment. Many 
of them also entered the workforce alongside their husbands. Musical life, which had been linked to 
the calendar of Christian and family celebrations, became a form of secular entertainment that was 
available to everyone who could afford it. Musicians became professionals, often earning high 
salaries, and among them were women singers and dancers.  
Before the Second World War there was a social stigma attached to being a women performer, at 
least in Greece. But the demand for women singers in the theaters, the clubs, and recording studios 
encouraged public respect for the kalitechnis, the woman artist who was forgiven, even admired for 
her independent lifestyle. In fact musical performance gave women who had sufficient talent a 
means to defy societal expectations. The example of such popular singers as Danaï, Sophia Vembo, 
Rosa Eskenazi, Sotiria Bellou, Mariza Koch, and Maria Farandouri, all of them path-breakers   in the 
field of popular music, undoubtedly encouraged the post-war generation of women singers, 
instrumentalists and song-writers to flourish. 
Specialists in Greek music and dance have always been aware of the central role women in these 
areas, but their analysis has been largely based on rural life and traditional music (49). Studies of the 
urban and popular music of Greece, while acknowledging the importance of individual performers 
have, with a few exceptions, reflected very little on the role of women (50). And yet, at least from 
their inception women played an important role in Greek popular music styles such as the rebetika, 
the light or “European”-style popular song, the “nisiotika” ( Aegean island songs that became part of 

                                                 
49 Among others, Anna Caraveli (1986) Loring Danforth (1982, 1989),  Michael Herzfeld (1981, 1993), Jane Cowan 
(1990),  Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992), Nadia Seremetakis (1991), Laurie Hart (1992), and Margaret Alexiou (2001) have 
emphasized the complexity of gender roles and relationships in Greek society and the importance of women’s 
participation in the rituals of everyday life, including music and dance.  
50 This is also true, until recent decades, in most studies of Mediterranean music. William Washabaugh’s 1998 
collection of articles on gender and sexuality in popular music and dance addresses such issues in flamenco, rebetika 
and tango.  Tullia Magrini’s collection of essays on the subject of music and gender in the Mediterranean (Magrini, 
2003) contains several articles on gender in popular urban musical styles (Martin Stokes, on the Turkish singer Zeki 
Müren, Joaquina Labajo on gender roles in flamenco, Holst-Warhaft on women in rebetika).  
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the popular urban repertoire),  the songs of composers like Theodorakis and Hadzidakis, the New 
Wave songs, and the skiladhika (dog-house or more precisely bitch-house songs). In this chapter I 
will focus on the role of women in two of these genres, the rebetika and the nisiotika. 
 
Women in the Rebetika 
 
The Turko-Greek war of 1920-22 had a profound effect on Greece as a whole. The terms of 
settlement forced on the participants demanded an exchange of populations based on religion. For 
Turkey, the influx of several thousand Muslims from Greece went almost unnoticed, but for Greek 
the addition of a million Christian settlers from Asia Minor altered the country irrevocably. 
Increasing the population by almost one quarter, the mass immigration changed what had been a 
traditionally agricultural country with a relatively homogeneous population to one with a large urban 
population of predominantly poor immigrants, most of whom spoke Turkish as their first language. 
Despite their poverty, most refugees had come from towns like Smyrna and Istanbul that were more 
sophisticated   and ethnically diverse   than Athens. Musicians who came from such urban centers 
were more skilled than local Greek performers and could perform in a broader variety of styles. They 
soon moved out of the shanty-towns where they had first settled near Piraeus and began to dominate 
the Athens music scene as singers, instrumentalists and musical directors in the record industry. 
  The music the refugees performed was not new to Athenians. From the end of the 19th 
century there were musical clubs called cafés aman in Thessaloniki and Athens where patrons could 
hear the same sort of musical repertoire that one might hear in a similar café in Istanbul, with the 
added attraction of some Greek folk tunes. Sung mostly, but not exclusively in Greek, many of the 
songs were based on the popular music of the later Ottoman Empire. There were also improvised 
instrumental and vocal pieces called amanedhes which demonstrated the virtuosity of musicians and 
singers in the maqamlar or modes of Ottoman music. Although immigrant musicians and singers 
seem to have sung more in this type of café, they also performed in the cafes-chantants where 
European light songs were more common. 
The decade following the exchange of populations seems to have marked the height of popularity for 
the café aman singers, male and female. Vassilis Tsitsanis claimed that in the early 1930’s, when he 
was growing up in the provincial town of Trikala, Roza Eskenazi was the most famous woman 
singer in Greece (51).  In 1934, when he first came to Athens he heard her perform with two brilliant 
refugee musicians, violinist Dimitrios Semsis, also known as “Salonikios” and Agapios Tomboulis 
who played the banjo-like çumbus.   Eskenazi was a Greek Jew, born in Istanbul, and raised in 
Thessaloniki, Komotini and Athens. Although she became one of the great stars of Greek music, 
Roza admitted (1982) that her family tried to discourage her interest in singing and dancing.  
Running away to Athens, she was fortunate enough to be discovered by the director of Columbia 
Records, Panayiotis Tountas. Tountas was at the center of the musical life of Athens. A composer 
and mandolin player, he was also a refugee from Smyrna. Tountas and Semsis both taught Roza to 
sing Greek folk songs as well as Asia Minor repertoire she knew. Later she would adapt to the 
fashion for Piraeus-style rebetika, and work with bouzouki-players. In a radio interview she gave in 
1972,  Eskenazi spoke of the bouzouki-players she worked with, mentioning the fact that they 
smoked hashish but distancing herself from their behavior (1982:71-72). By the second World War, 
the style of music that made Eskenazi famous, and which she had absorbed as a child growing up in 
Istanbul and Thessaloniki had become less popular and she would doubtless have faded entirely from 
the public eye after the war had it not been for the revival of rebetika in the early 1970’s. 
Another female Asia-Minor refugee singer who achieved stardom was Rita Abadzi. Abadzi’s voice 
had an earthier edge to it than Eskenazi’s, a quality that might have made her a popular singer in a 
later age. During the years of their greatest popularity in the 1930’s, both Roza Eskenazi and Rita 

                                                 
51 See his introduction to Roza’s autobiography as told to Hadzidoulis (1982) 7. 
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Abatzi worked with musicians who had begun their careers in the cosmopolitan cities of Asia Minor. 
In the musical cafes, frequented largely by refugees who had come from these centers, these women 
performers must have had an advantage over local women singers (52). Not only were professionals, 
accustomed to working with excellent musicians on an equal footing, they had a wide repertoire of 
songs, from Turkish popular music to Greek folk music, to rebetika. It was this flexibility that made 
them successful not only in Greece but in the diaspora. 

The experience of Angeliki Maroniti, a refugee from Smyrna, who came from a family of 
musicians and had sung in the musical cafes of Smyrna with her father from a young age, suggests 
that despite the success of certain women artists, singing in public was still frowned on in Athens. 
Maroniti was forbidden by her husband, the well-known rebetika musician Vangelis Papazoglou, 
from pursuing her career as a performer in Greece (53). In the early 1930’s however,  Papazoglou 
allowed her to record six amanedhes together with a daring rebetiko song of his own composition. 
To record was, apparently, a very different thing from appearing on the stage. It was in the American 
Greek communities, that women singers found new venues to perform. The most famous of them 
was probably Marika Papaghika, the Kos-born singer who made her first recordings in Egypt. 
Immigrating to the US with her husband Konstantinos (“Gus”), who played the cimbalum, 
Papaghika began recording in the US in 1918. In the 11 years that followed, she cut almost 250 
sides, making her one of the most popular immigrant singers in America. Many of her recordings 
were made with the great cellist Markos Sifnios, and the violinist Alexis Zoumbas. 
Recordings of woman artists offer us some evidence about the relationship between these singers and 
the musicians who accompanied them. It is common, on café aman style recordings, to hear 
musicians congratulate one another on a fine solo. Women artists of the café aman period freely 
exchange such remarks with their male colleagues, indicating a relationship of mutual respect and 
admiration for each other’s musicianship (54).  Photographs of women stars are also suggestive. 
When posed with their ensembles they are seated in the center, dressed in fashionable European 
clothes and carefully made up like their counterparts in Istanbul, New York or Chicago. It is obvious 
from their demeanor that these women are the confident stars of the ensemble, women accustomed to 
public attention in a new age of urban sophistication. 
The songs of the café aman and the Piraeus-style rebetika,  like the Blues, the tango, flamenco and 
other such popular musical forms, helped confirm the identity of a new Greek urban class (55).  The 
lyrics of the songs often referred to an underclass of people who were seen as exotic and engaged in 
behavior that was beyond the experience, let alone the tolerance of the society as a whole. Rebetika 
songs describing the world of the hashish-smoking, addicted or drunken manghes, with their equally 
depraved mistresses were, judging by the sales of records, listened to by a much broader audience 
than the small circles whose lives they described. The taste for such underworld songs seems to have 
began in Paris in the late nineteenth century and spread from there to the urban centers of the late 
Ottoman Empire (56).  By the time the bouzouki began to dominate the musical scene in the early 

                                                 
52 As a Jew, Eskenazi was an outsider in more than one respect. It is worth noting that some of the most successful 
performers of Asia-Minor style songs in the United States during the 1930’s and 40’s were also Jews and Armenians. 
They included Amalia  and Diamando Baka and Victoria Hazan. It is also worth considering that the first woman to 
make a gramophone recording in Turkey was probably the Orthodox Christian Eftalia (Aksoy 1998) and that her 
successful career as a cafe singer and recording star, an example soon followed by Muslim women, may have been 
possible because of her status as a non-Muslim. 
53 This is according to the cover notes by Kounadis, Papaioannou and  Sotiropoulos (1982). 
54 Marika Papagika was born on the island of Kos and emigrated to the United States around 1918. She immediately 
began making recordings of Asia Minor style music, Greek folk songs and rebetika with her cymbalum-player 
husband Kostas. By the time the couple opened a cafe aman in Manhatten in the 1925, it was simply called, in 
deference to her fame, “Marika’s.” 
55 Steingrass (op. cit. p. 160) describes this as a “romanticizing role” and this is true, I think, for the rebetika.  
56 William Washabaugh, in his discussion of the development of flamenco notes a similar disparity between the 
figure of the “Gitano” and the well-to-do customers of the cafes cantates who came to watch and listen to flamenco 
(1998: 12). 
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nineteen-thirties, Athenian men and women seem to have acquired a taste that mirrored their 
European counterparts’ for low-down, exotic songs that spoke of a world that was far from their own 
experience.  
The early bouzouki haunts of Piraeus, where performers like Vangelis Papazoglou Markos 
Vamvakaris, Anestis Delias, Stratos Payioumdzis, Yiorgos Batis, Iovan Saouz and their friends 
gathered were either small cafes, hashish dens (tekedhes) or other places frequented mostly by men. 
When the bouzouki-backed songs caught on with record producers and the public, women did not 
immediately join the male musicians as singers. The first singer who appeared on a platform with 
bouzouki-players was  Sotiria Bellou, who survived the German Occupation and the Civil War by 
selling cigarettes and occasionally  singing to her own guitar accompaniment in taverns. When 
Tsitsanis heard her sing,  he wrote two songs for her that immediately made her a star. He employed 
her to sing with his male bouzouki ensemble at the famous club “Jimmy the Fat’s.” She later worked 
with Markos Vamvakaris and his brother Argyris. Bellou performed with them for an audience of 
intellectuals and artists gathered in the Art Theater of Athens to hear Manos Hadzidakis present the 
rebetika as a neglected treasure of Greek culture (57). She continued to work as a successful artist 
during the early 1950’s and returned to work with Tsitsanis in the 1970’s. 
 Bellou’s deep, almost masculine voice was well-suited to the new rebetika style and it was 
perhaps no accident that she, an openly gay woman and one who had participated actively in the 
Civil War,  was the woman artist who first penetrated the world of the tough,  Piraeus-style rebetika, 
but she paved the way for a number of famous rebetika singers including Marika Ninou and Stella 
Haskil.  These women performers were professional musicians whose relationship with the shady 
world described in the lyrics of many of the songs was purely artistic. Judging by the lyrics of the 
early rebetika songs, though, there were always some women willing to flout convention, joining 
their men in the tekedhes and even dressing like them.  The figure of the mangissa, hasiklou, 
meraklou, alaniara  or derbederissa may be partly fictional but she appears often enough to suggest 
a living model (58). At times women are portrayed in the rebetika lyrics as flirtatious but 
unattainable. At others they are more willing to please, like the girls who offer a pipe to the 
protagonist of the well-known rebetiko song “The Hanoumakia.”  “Come here you dervish,” they 
say, “sit here with us, and you’ll hear a love song from our hearts./ Take your baglama and entertain 
us a while 
light up your joint and smoke with us.” The song appears to be in part a pleasant fantasy, but its 
precise location, on the beach at Pasalimani suggests an actual teké where it is possible that women 
who were Asia Minor refugees worked   
 
 And when I enter the teké I see three delights: 
 three pretty girls sharing a pipe. 
  
 One holds an argilé, the other tamps it down, 
 the third and youngest  of the girls wants to  
 have a smoke. 
 
 One plays the baglama, the other the bouzouki, 
 the third and youngest of the girls is stoned out of her mind.(59) 
 

                                                 
57 Bellou, op. cit. Excerpts from the text of Hadizidakis’s speech  on that occasion were published in Ellhnikh 
Dhmiourgia  (Greek Art, March 1949) and appear in Holst, 1977. 
58 I have discussed this type of woman and how she appear in the rebetika lyrics at some length in another article 
(Holst-Warhaft. 2003: 179-194). 
59 The source is the Falireas Bros. LP Yorgos Batis. 
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 The café aman singers of the 1930’s, including women singers like Abadzi, Eskenazi and  a 
third star of the period, Marika Politissa,  recorded not only songs about hashish about cocaine and 
heroin. In some songs of the period, a woman complains about the habits of their men: 

Hi there, my mangas dervish, 
 don’t smoke hashish any more. 
 Sit and drink some beer with me 
 And afterwards we’ll talk things over.(60) 
 
 In others, however, it is the man who complains about his girlfriend’s addiction. Both 
Papazoglou’s song Marika Hasiklou (Marika the Hashish-smoker) recorded by Roukounas in 1934, 
and Bayiaderas’s Kapnoulou mou Omorfi (“My Lovely Smoker”)  recorded in 1935, blame women 
for smoking hashish (61). The protagonist of Markos Vamvakaris’s song Mortissa Hasiklou  (“Dope-
head Drop-out”) recorded for Columbia in 1933 or 1934,  is described as being “born in the hashish 
dens” and selling hashish to the manghes.  
 The lyrics of the rebetika songs, as well as the memoirs of singers and song-writers suggest 
that even in the predominantly male world of the early Piraeus rebetika certain women who were 
prepared to flout the norms of Greek society enjoyed a considerable degree of equality with their 
male companions.  Markos Vamvakaris’s life, by his own account, was characterized by unhappy 
relationships with women, but there is more than a sneaking admiration, in his song-lyrics, for the 
women who hung around in the company of the manghes: 
  
 And the chicks have put on men’s caps, 
 they walk the streets in search of a smoke. 
 You see that girl who’s wearing a cap 
 and walking like a mangas for everyone to see. 
 
 And the broads have put on men’s clothes 
 and they’re running off to smoke with the manghes. 
 You see, mangas friend, hip broads 
 with their flirting, tricks, and silly whims. (62) 
 
 By the post-war period, when the rebetika moved out of Piraeus and into the nightclubs of 
Athens, women singers were an accepted presence on the stage. It was rarer for women to play an 
instrument. Vassilis Tsitsanis used a woman pianist in his orchestra for decades, and women often 
played the tambourine or finger-cymbals, but Sotiria Bellou was unusual in playing guitar and she 
didn’t play it on the platform with male musicians. It was not uncommon for women to write song-
lyrics, but it was not until the 1960’s that women song-writers began to be known for their music. 
Even then, they tended to be regarded as singer-song-writers rather than composers.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
60  The Banned Rebetika, vol 3, No. 641.  
61 The source for the the lyrics for this and “Nea Meraklou” is Aulin and Vejleskov 1991:103, 62. 
62 From the recording “Markos Vamvamaris”, 1932-40, vol. 3 (EMI 062-1702021). 


