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 T
hey are the two biggest brass 
bands in the Balkans. In the 
red corner, the Boban & Marko 
Marković Orkestar, heirs to a 
dynasty of Gypsy musicians in 

the south of Serbia and, in the blue corner, 
Fanfare Ciocărlia, the cheeky peasant 
upstarts from Romania. The music is for 
weddings and parties, but these two bands 
have taken it into major concert halls 
around the world, pumping out irrepressible 
tunes with the hottest pipework on earth. 
Hearing of each other’s exploits from Berlin 
to Barcelona, from Tokyo to Toronto, there’s 
a natural professional rivalry – listening to 
each other’s albums, trying out each other’s 
tunes and slagging each other off. But the 
two bands have never met, and that meeting 
is set to take place on stage in May.

Last December, as they were limbering up 
for the battle, I went to explore the story of 
these two different outfits – to see the 
rehearsals, discover the history and taste the 
hospitality of the Gypsy communities from 
which they come.

Vladičin Han, Serbia
 We’re driving for three hours south of 
Belgrade. It’s dark and starts to snow. In the 
headlights the swirling flakes seem like stars 
hurtling past us in the night. It’s like the 
opening titles of Star Trek. Imagine the 
voiceover: ‘Serbia, the final frontier... ’ 

We’re headed for Vladičin Han, the 
hometown of Boban and Marko Marković, 
in what’s known as the ‘Trubacka Republika’ 
(the Trumpet Republic), the heartland of the 
Gypsy brass band tradition in Serbia. There 
are close to 30 professional brass bands in 
the region, but it’s the Boban and Marko 
Marković Orkestar that is the most 
renowned.

Vladičin Han is a ramshackle town of 
about 12,000 people on the Juzna Morava 
river that has seen better days. Through its 
centre slices the Belgrade-Skopje railway that 
scatters the inhabitants and rattles the 
houses just metres either side of the tracks 
when a locomotive lumbers through. The 
word ‘han’ means an inn or caravanserai – a 
travellers’ rest when the Ottomans were 

dominating the region. The Balkan brass 
tradition evolved from the military bands of 
the Ottoman and Habsburg Empires that 
vied for power during the 19th century, 
although it’s partying rather than marching 
that the music evokes today. In the heart of 
the mahala (Gypsy quarter) of the nearby 
town of Vranje, there’s a statue of Bakija 
Bakić (1923-1989), the only Serbian 
trumpeter immortalised with a statue, but 
showing the respect in which the trumpet 
players are held. Boban Marković’s house in 
Vladičin Han is the biggest in town, a clear 
statement of his success.

I meet Boban in a café where he is thrilled 
with a poster of the Songlines 50 Allstars 
Orchestra – a fantasy-band of 50 of the 
greatest instrumentalists from all over the 
world – Ravi Shankar on sitar, Toumani 
Diabaté on kora and Boban Marković on 
trumpet. He starts to tell me about the family 
tradition. His grandfather, Pavle Krstić, was 
one of the most renowned trumpeters of his 
day. “I don’t remember him, because I was 
still a baby when he died, but everyone 

Far left: Vladičin Han in
Serbia, home to the
Boban and Marko 
Marković Orkestar
Left: a wintry Zece
Prăjini, the tiny village in
Romania which is home 
to Fanfare Ciocărlia 

The two bands get
ready for battle (thanks 
to some clever trick 
photography): on the
left, the Boban and
Marko Marković Orkestar
and on the right,
Fanfare Ciocărlia
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THE BALKANS  It’s a clash of titans. Simon Broughton 
heads to the frontline in Serbia and Romania 
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was talking about how he played. My mother 
says that she can recognise the same sort of 
sound in my playing and now that of Marko.” 
Although they were Gypsy musicians, they 
were held in great respect and played for the 
Serbian king. “It was not on a regular basis,” 
explains Boban, “but they were called to 
Belgrade to play many times, because they 
were the best band in the region.”

Boban’s father was a helicon player, the big 
wrap-around tuba punching out the bass, 
but he was a shoe-maker and repairer by 
profession and hoped his son would take 
over the business. But Boban was not 
interested and preferred to play football so 
his father bought him a trumpet reckoning 
that he could at least earn some sort of living 
as a musician rather than waste his time on 
the streets kicking a ball. Although he wasn’t 
a trumpeter, Boban says his father was an 
excellent teacher and taught both Boban and 
later Marko in their early years. At the age of 
13 or 14 Boban was “earning enough money 
for clothes and the cinema,” formed his own 
band aged 17 and started dreaming about 
competing at Guča, the infamous Serbian 
brass band competition “because all of my 
idols were playing there.” 

Boban and Marko take a band rehearsal in 
Vladičin Han’s cultural house. Since 2006 
Marko has officially taken over leadership of 
the band. He sits at the front of the stage and 
Boban is with the trumpeters in the band, 
although when they play, he very much 
shares the limelight with Marko. There are 
12 musicians – trumpets, tenors, a helicon 
plus drumkit, cymbals and bass drum. They 
are running through tunes they already 
know, but Boban is trying to sharpen up the 
rhythm of the accompaniment in the tenors. 

Serbian music has a range of rhythmic 
complexities, better felt than counted. The 
kolo is a fast dance in a lop-sided 4/4 and the 
čoček is a slower, Gypsy-style in eccentric 
varieties of three-and four-beat rhythms. It’s 
one of the Serbian’s secret weapons. 

Zece Prăjini, Romania
While the snow in Serbia didn’t really settle, 
in Moldavia in the rural east of Romania it’s 
thick and deep. Fanfare Ciocărlia are holding 
their rehearsal in the nearby village of Dagiţa 
where the village bar has heating. I’m greeted 
with warm handshakes and a slug of vodka. 
It’s a simple but homely place with plum-
coloured walls, a pool table and the much-
needed stove over which they warm 
themselves and their instruments. But still 
everyone keeps their overcoats on. 

The band leader, Oprica Ivancea, takes the 
ten musicians – clarinet, trumpets, sax, 
tenors, helicons and drum – through a couple 
of tunes, a sîrba and a batuta, both local 
dances. They are usually played much slower, 
but they are trying out a ferociously fast 
arrangement with which they hope to scare 
Marko’s band. The big tubas are glorious old 
instruments made in Germany before World 
War II, as one can see from the metal plates 
on the pipework. They are comfortable to 
wear, I’m told, and easy to play.

Oprica plays a squealing E flat clarinet and 
the melody leaps from clarinet to trumpet 
and back. They rehearse the precise 
articulation of these phrases over and over 
again to get them exactly together – and 
then memorise it – while the tuba players 
puff on cigarettes. In Serbia, Boban and 
Marko are clearly the masters of their 
ensemble and the other players don’t say 
much unless spoken to. Here they are all 
chipping in with ideas making it seem more 

democratic but more crazy. In fact Oprica 
denies he’s the band leader at all.

The village of Zece Prăjini (Ten Fields) 
was a gift from the boyar (landowner) of 
Dagiţa to the Gypsies of the village. 
According to them, he was ahead of his time 
and did this before the slavery of the Roma 
in Romania was abolished in 1855, although 
they continued to work for him. It’s a simple, 
but attractive village in rolling hills with a 
100% Gypsy population of 400 people. 

Romania’s folk tradition is primarily fiddle 
based – think of the Taraf de Haidouks, or 
the great primaş violinists of Transylvania. 
Nobody seems exactly sure why brass bands 
(known as fanfare) dominate here, but 

various suggestions I heard were the influence 
of Russian military bands and interesting that 
vodka is the drink here rather than Romanian 
ţuică (plum brandy) and the fact that brass 
instruments were more suited to calloused 
hands from the agricultural work. But it’s 
certainly true that in the area of Moldavia 
from Rîmnicu Sărat in the south to Botoşani 
in the north and east over the border into 
Moldova, brass bands are prevalent. Valea 
Mare was most famous for its fanfares, but 
now it’s arguably Zece Prăjini. 

Henry Ernst, born in the former East 
Germany, discovered the band by accident. 
Trained in sound recording, he was travelling 
around Romania making recordings of 
traditional music. Buying diesel at a petrol 
station he was advised to go to Zece Prăjini. 
He stopped at the first house in the village 
which belonged to Ioan Ivancea, Oprica’s 
father. Within half an hour of Ernst arriving, 
there were a dozen musicians in the courtyard 
playing: “It was faster, wilder and more 
exciting than anything I’d heard anywhere 
else.” He’d planned to be there a few hours, 

but stayed for three months. He’s now 
Ciocărlia’s manager, runs Asphalt Tango, the  
record label, and is promoter of the Battle. 

The fanfare tradition took a dive after the 
political changes in 1990 and people had the 
opportunity to listen to new sounds. So it 
was a surprise when a German showed up 
interested in their music. Even more of a 
surprise when Henry proposed a concert in 
Germany in 1996. “It was as if we’d been 
asked to do a concert on Mars,” says Oprica. 
“In Romania nobody was very interested in 
this music, but outside they loved it.”

Guča, Serbia
If brass band music is, at best, peripheral in 
Romania, it is at the heart of Serbian tradition. 
And the main event is the Guča festival in 
August, the largest trumpet event in the 
world. Running since 1961 it’s known 
internationally as a big Balkan party, but in 
Serbia it’s a more serious showcase. “It’s 
important for the recognition you get 
amongst colleagues and rivals,” explains 
Boban. He won Second Trumpet prize in 
1986, when he was just 21, didn’t win anything 
in 1987, but won First Trumpet, in 1988 and 
many times since then until he stopped 
competing after 2001. “Of course I like it,” 
laughs Boban, “this is where I came from. I 
made my first record after winning at Guča 
and you get more weddings, festivities and 
concerts. If playing music is your profession 
then winning in Guča is extremely important.” 

But Boban also got frustrated by the 
formal rules and regulations of Guča and 
when he stopped competing there, used the 
opportunity to develop his international 
profile – in fact following in the footsteps of 
Ciocărlia, the much newer band, who had 
already started winning over international 
audiences. While Boban basically sticks to 
the Serbian Gypsy repertoire, Marko has 
inevitably listened more widely. He started 
playing when he was five and, alongside his 
father and Bakija Bakić, cites Dizzy Gillespie, 
Louis Armstrong, Miles Davis and Arturo 
Sandoval as influences. He clearly likes 
Macedonian, Bulgarian and Gypsy material 
and does his own arrangements, “often 
making it faster and changing the rhythm.” 
He also writes his own music, which 
sometimes comes unexpectedly: “‘Kazi Baba,’ 
(on their last CD, Devla) came to me when I 
was sleeping. I woke at 3am and sang it into 
my phone and then went back to sleep.” 

Certainly Boban and Marko feel that the 
Guča experience is an important one for the 
battle to come. “I’m not getting particularly 
nervous,” he says, “but I’m practicing one 
hour more specially for them.” 

Zece Prăjini, Romania
There’s a barbeque in Zece Prăjini and it’s 
minus five degrees. These are hardy people 
and the charcoal, the sausage and the heated 
wine have their effect. There’s music, of 
course, being played in a sort of smoking 
shelter outside the village shop. Ernst is using 
the opportunity to audition a potential new 
trumpeter for the band. There are three 
musicians – trumpet, sax and keyboard, the 
standard line-up these days for a wedding 
band where most of the musicians play when 
they aren’t on tour. The incredible thing is 
the keyboard programme which makes it 
sound like there’s a cimbalom and bass. 
Standing on the street outside the shelter 
you would never guess. 

It’s clear how depressed the economy is 
here. There’s almost nothing to buy except 
basic supplies and alcohol. But village 
hospitality means they won’t even allow me to 
buy a beer. Most villagers are growing and 
raising their own food, but there are few young 
people in the village. In the run-up to 
Christmas, it’s pig killing time and every day 
there’s blood on the snow and the dead pigs 
are having their hair burned off with a blow 
torch. A century and a half ago the Gypsies 
here were slaves. The village ‘historian,’ 
Dumitru, shows me a photo of his uncle, a 
fiddler, who was dispatched to a Nazis camp, 
like many Gypsies during World War II, where 
he died in 1942. No wonder these people have 
learned resilience and how to party. And no 
wonder they get high on the adrenalin rush 
when delighting audiences in the West. 

Vladičin Han, Serbia
The hospitality and the interior design are 
much more extravagant in Vladičin Han. I’m 
at home with Isidor Eminović, one of the 
tenor players in Marko’s band. He’s built a 
new house off his earnings. It has pink walls, 
Corinthian columns, a display cabinet with 
cherubs playing violins and overhead a 
chandelier dangling from a mirrored ceiling 
rose. Gypsy hospitality is unstinting – the 
delicious meat, pickles and beer keep 
coming. The sad thing is Isidor’s father, who 
once had a good job in one of the town’s now 
defunct electrical factories, hasn’t worked for 
years. One of the ironies of 21st century 
Serbia, the father with the secure profession 
is unemployed, while the son with the 
precarious job as a musician is thriving.

So this is the background to the battle – 
Gypsy peasants v Gypsy aristocrats, rural v 
urban, the upstarts v the champs. “Fanfare 
Ciocărlia, I love their music and it’s why we 
wanted to do this project,” says Marko. 
“We’re good, they’re good and let’s see who 
the people think are the best.” l

dateS See the Gig Guide for more details
PodcaSt Hear Simon Broughton’s report, 
plus a preview of music from the forthcoming 
Balkan Brass Battle album on the podcast
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Clockwise from top: 
Fanfare Ciocărlia 
rehearse in the village 
bar, which despite 
heating is still chilly; 
barbequed pork 
Romanian-style; local 
historian Dumitru shows 
Henry Ernst a photo of 
his uncle who died in a 
Nazi camp; the group’s 
leader Oprica Ivancea 
(far right) plays clarinet 
and alto sax 

Top to bottom: Marko 
leads the band in 
rehearsal at the local 
cultural house; Boban 
who is happy to let his 
son take over leadership 
of the band; the statue 
of Serbia’s most famous
trumpeter, Bakija Bakić,
in the town of Vranje

“If playing music is your 
profession, then winning 
in Guča is extremely 
important”


