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Introduction

This work was written in commemoration of a contemporary Serbian 
composer1 Vladimir Jovanović (1956–2016) with special reference to his role in 
the renewal of church Byzantine music in Serbia from the beginning of the 1990s 
until today.2 In the text we refer to Vladimir Jovanović as Vlada – a shortened 
form of his name, which relatives, friends, colleagues and students used most of-
ten in communication with the composer, as an expression of sincere closeness.

A tendency to search for one’s roots, increased interest in tradition, church 
life and original folk music were present during the 1990s in Serbian society. 
Special attention is paid to the problems the first students were facing while 
trying to master the modal music which did not exist in their immediate vocal 

1 To whom are interested in Vladimir Jovanović’s works see (Milojković, 2017).
2 This paper is the result of Project no. 177022: National culture of Serbs between the East and 

the West, by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of the Republic of 
Serbia.
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surroundings, the ways of teaching Byzantine music, as well as the choirs and 
schools of Byzantine music started by Jovanović’s students.

As an insider, I had the opportunity to collect material for this work during 
the years of field research and active participation as a choir member, i.e. female 
chanter at St. John of Damascus brotherhood since 1992. In addition to many 
years of ‘internship’ as a student and a participant, numerous conversations and 
a targeted scientific interview with the composer Vladimir Jovanović, research 
methodology also involved many interviews and casual conversations with his 
students.3 I have devoted a number of studies and presentations at scientific 
meetings in Serbia and abroad to the anthropological issues with Byzantine mu-
sic in Serbia through the perspective of this choir activity (Blagojević, 2005, 2012, 
2014, 2015, 2017а, 2017b). In this paper I will try to highlight the contribution of 
Vladimir Jovanović to the renewal of the modal sound through Byzantine chant-
ing in Serbian liturgical corpus. I chose this school as a case-study because it was 
the first school of Byzantine chanting in secular, i.e. non-monastic environment, 
which brought forth a series of talented students. It is characteristic that many 
students had learned the new method from Jovanović and later became teachers 
and started their own choirs and schools of Byzantine music.

Church Byzantine music among the Serbs – a historical 
framework

Byzantine church music is the oldest layer of ecclesiastical music tra-
dition in Serbia and in the Balkans, continuously developing in this region to the 
present day. Within Serbian music, church Byzantine music represents the old-
est written form. The specificity of the Serbian recension of the Church Slavonic 
language influenced the creative design and adaptation of Byzantine tunes in 
communicating the textual message (Rajković-Petronijević, 1978, p. 247; Ste-
fanović, 1961a, p. 187; Stefanović, 1961b, pp. 108–110). Church Byzantine music 
has been nurtured and preserved in the living tradition of the church for centu-
ries. It is modal, has its own rules, a system of music scales and a specific way of 
recording that has undergone several reforms over time (Stάthhs, 2016; May-
roeίdhs, 1999; Kavarnos, 1978, p. 86; Blagojević, 2005, p. 156).

The turbulent Serbian history, numerous wars, rebellions and related confla-
grations led to the fact that today we have relatively small number of preserved 
music manuscripts of Serbian medieval recension (Blagojević, 2017a, p. 41). The 
earliest known manuscripts are from the 15th century. The names of Serbian 
composers from that period are Isaiah the Serb, kir Stefan the Serb and kir Niko-
la the Serb (Rajković-Petronijević, 1978, p. 247). In the 18th century there was 
a school of Byzantine music founded by the Belgrade Metropolitan bishop Mo-
jsije Petrović in Belgrade (Grujić, 1906, p. 23). After the reform of the Byzantine 

3 I would like to thank everyone who participated in this research. Without their willingness to 
cooperate this work would be much poorer. Due to the limited scope of this paper I was able to pre-
sent only a small part of the quotations from the interview. 
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music notation carried out in 1814 by three teachers (Chrysanthos of Madytos, 
Gregorios the Protopsaltes, Chourmouzios the Archivist), the new method of 
Byzantine music did not reach Serbia, mostly due to the unfavorable social and 
political circumstances.4 It was the time of the First and Second Serbian uprising 
– the struggle for independence from the Turks. 

From 1815 in the newly established Principality of Serbia there was a tenden-
cy to attach to Western European cultural trends, but there was also an increase 
in the Russian influence on church life. As a result, in the last quarter of the 19th 
century polyphonic choirs and singing societies were formed (Perković, 2008, 
pp. 6–9). The connection with the Byzantine musical tradition was weakening 
and the new method notation was unknown. During the second half of the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, the oral church music tradition was recorded using 
five line staff, primarily thanks to the dedicated melographic work of Korneli-
je Stanković (1831–1865), Josif Marinković (1851–1931), and Stevan Stojanović 
Mokranjac (1856–1914). Thus, Serbian church music has lasted to the present 
time apart from its original modal form (Perković, 2008, pp. 68–98).The term 
‘Serbian church music’ in Serbia today includes Byzantine music, the newer layer 
of the so-called Serbian folk church singing and polyphonic choral music, that is, 
church music written by certain composers (Perković, 2008, p. 5). 

Contemporary composer Vladimir Jovanović

During the 20th century Serbian society was exposed to various so-
cial and political changes. After the Second World War Serbia became a part of 
socialist Yugoslavia. The Orthodox Church was under attack by the new commu-
nist ideology, which also affected the development of church art. Revitalization 
of religious life and increased interest in traditional heritage took place in Serbia 
during the 1990s and the break-up of Yugoslavia (Blagojević, 2005, p. 163). How-
ever, in this period of economic crisis and existential uncertainty, the dominant 
narrative was the so-called ‘turbo-folk’. In response to the deterioration of social 
and moral norms, some predominantly young people from different social layers 
found an ‘exit’ in amateur and semi-professional music engagement. Across the 
entire Serbia, especially in the city centers, many choirs and singing groups were 
established and engaged in various types of music, among them church and tra-
ditional folk music. It was an expression of the need for belonging and creating 
new communities. Networking through common cultural activities, primarily 
through music, i.e. joint singing, gave a sense of security in the darkness of social 
disintegration. Thus started the building of the community of Byzantine music.

Byzantine singing in liturgical life in Serbia came to life again primarily 
thanks to the activity of the two monasteries: St. Prohor Pčinjski near Vranje 
in the south and the Holy Archangels in Kovilj in the north of the country, as 

4 For more about the new method of Byzantine music and the work of the three teachers see: 
Romanou, 1973, 1985, 2010; Stάthhs, 2016; Blagojević, 2017. 
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well as the devoted work of the composer Vladimir Jovanović and a group of his 
students in Belgrade (Blagojević, 2005, pp. 164–165; Blagojević, 2017a, p. 42).

Vladimir Vlada Jovanović became active in the field of church music in the 
spirit of seeking spiritual identity, which was pervasive in one part of Serbian so-
ciety in the early 1990s, as I said before. He was born in the mid-fifties of the last 
century in Belgrade, where he lived and worked. Through his artistic work, he ex-
pressed various aspects of the global and local cultural trends in which he actively 
participated. He was a composer, a devotee in the field of Byzantine church mu-
sic as a teacher, chanter and protopsaltis. In a work published in co-authorship 
with Aleksandra Pavićević, we studied in detail Jovanović’s biography, his work 
in the field of electroacoustic music and the relationship between artists and the 
epoch in which they acted, therefore here I will only provide some basic infor-
mation (Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018). Milan Milojković gave a detailed analysis of 
Jovanović’s opus of electroacoustic music (Milojković 2017, pp. 79–96). 

After graduating from high school in Belgrade, Vlada Jovanović enrolled at 
the Faculty of Philosophy where he studied philosophy for two years. However, 
the need to express himself through music prevailed. He enrolled at the Faculty 
of Music, although he did not complete secondary music school. After success-
fully completing his studies, he started composing. During the second half of the 
1980s he was a member of an informal group of contemporary composers, The 
Magnificent 7 (Kovač, 1991, p. 43; Milin, 2008, p. 8, p. 94; Milojković, 2017, pp. 
84–85; Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, pp. 331–333).

For the most part of his career he dealt with electro-acoustic music and ra-
diophonic projects.His colleagues from Radio Belgrade’s Third Program de-
scribe him as an ‘unusual artist, an author with great creative power, an expert 
in contemporary electronic as well as spiritual music’ (Savremena srpska muzika 
– Vladimir Jovanović, 2016). From 2002 he directed the Electronic Studio of 
Radio Belgrade’s Third Program. He was the editor of the unique program cycle 
dedicated to the Holy Mountain chanting tradition, broadcast from November 
2006 to March 2008 under the title Mount Athos Chant Tradition on Radio Bel-
grade’s Third Program (Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, p. 339).

His compositions were performed at festivals in Serbia, France, Germa-
ny and Italy.5 A compact disc with some of the works was released in 2018 by 
the Vertical Jazz label, called Bellscapes, electroacoustic music by Vladimir Lj. 
Jovanović.6

We see the freedom of Jovanović’s creative spirit that allowed him to move 
equally with ease among contemporary artists and in monastic circles on Mt. 
Athos.On the Third program of Radio Belgrade he simultaneously affirmed and 
made accessible electroacoustic music and Mt. Athos chanting skills and expe-
rience to those who ‘have ears to hear’: open-minded listeners, thirsty for true 
artistic and spiritual content.

5 A detailed list of compositions can be found in: Milojković 2017, pp. 79–96 and Pavićević, Bla-
gojević, 2018, pp. 331–333. 

6  With compositions: Pilgrimage to the Gardens of Emptiness. Electro-acustic metamorpho-
ses – triptych, Bellscapes. Four electro-acoustic scenes (in memory of Pierre Schaeffer), Aah Beeah 
E Doo Aah (Electro-acoustic Tee Teh Teh Pooh Ph). 
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The artist’s appearance was in harmony with his work. Vlada Jovanović dis-
tinguished himself by a characteristic combination of contemporary urban style 
and Orthodox spirituality: a long beard, his hair tied in a ponytail, casual clothes, 
jeans, and an inevitable cigarette in his hand.

Jovanović began studying notation of Byzantine music in 1988 with proto-
deacon Dragan Ašković, a theology student at that time and currently professor 
of church music at the Belgrade Theological Faculty (Blagojević, 2017a, p. 45; 
Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, p. 334). Then he deepened his knowledge of Byzan-
tine chanting at the Holy Mountain, at the Hilandar monastery with the hegu-
men Pajsije Hilandarac (who later became the hegumen of the Prohor Pčinjski 
monastery near Vranje) and a Gregorian monastery. The ethos of the Mount 
Athos chant would remain the main model in Jovanović’s later work. 

He became a member of the Iconographic – chanting brotherhood of St. 
John of Damascus, founded in 1989 in Belgrade (Blagojević, 2011, p. 224; Mitro-
vić, 2014, p. 91; Pavićevič, Blagojević, 2018, p. 334). Already in 1990 he started 
singing in the Belgrade monastery Vavedenje (The Entrance of the Theotokos) 
with two more chanters (Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, p. 335).

Work in the Belgrade choir St. John of Damascus

Vladimir Jovanović began giving chanting lessons in Belgrade in 
1990, with the blessing of Metropolitan bishop Amfilohije Radović, Bishop of 
Banat at that time.The largest group of students started in October of 1992. The 
classes were held in the old building of the Orthodox Theological Faculty and 
in the parochial building of the church of St. Alexander Nevsky. Teaching and 
rehearsals of the choir were held as needed in the home of Vladimir Jovanović 
and also Predrag Stojković, who is today hieromonk Lazar, hegumen in the Za-
građa monastery in Montenegro. Father Lazar, as a student and an associate, 
was a great support to Jovanović in the choir. Stojković inspired with his natural 
charisma and as a multitalented artist (painter, icon and fresco painter, musi-
cian, protopsaltis, instrument maker, guitar, kaval and flute player) multiplied 
his gifts by encouraging with his example all those who came in contact with him.

In 1993 the church Byzantine choir St. John of Damascus was founded in 
Belgrade. It was made up of Jovanović’s students and consisted of male and 
female groups of singers. Vlada Jovanović taught all the lessons and led choir 
rehearsals devotedly, absolutely free of charge. In the beginning, the choir was 
singing by invitation in various Belgrade parish churches. It finally settled in two 
places, so that the choir participated in church services in the churches of Alex-
ander Nevsky (from 1993 to 2001) and Holy Apostles Peter and Paul (from 1993 
to 2001, and with reduced frequency to the present). 

Interestingly, in the memorial of the St. Alexander Nevsky Temple in Bel-
grade, there is no mention of St. John of Damascus choir anywhere, although the 
other choirs of that temple are mentioned (Arsenijević, 2015).

It was the first school and the first kind of workshop of Byzantine chanting in 
secular, non-monastic conditions in Serbia and it produced a number of talented 
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students.7 Many of the trainees of various profiles (philologists, musicians, paint-
ers, icon painters, architects, theologians, mathematicians, ethnologists, chem-
ists, ethnomusicologists etc.) have passed through this school (Blagojević, 2005, 
p. 166). 

In addition to active members of the choir, there was an informal group of 
mostly young people of both sexes, a kind of ‘fan club’. They, as people of faith, 
actively participated in the worship services where the choir sang. After the 
Liturgy, it was common for everyone to sit in a parochial building for agape, 
modest refreshment that included tea, coffee and pastries. During conversations 
with choir members and Jovanović, they spontaneously commented and talked 
about their impressions of chanting, which to some extent affected the work of 
the choir.

The question is: what are the motives for acquiring this kind of knowledge? 
What attracted those people to learn Byzantine chanting from some ‘strange’ 
notes, how did they perceive it, and was their involvement with this music only a 
brief enthusiasm or long-standing preoccupation? It should be emphasized that 
the social status of the chanter in Greece and in Serbia is very different.8 Dur-
ing the nineties Jovanović organized a large number of initial groups and some 
of his students later continued to deepen their knowledge, practicing in church 
services.

At the initial level, the teaching implied the adoption of a specific semiogra-
phy, neume notation according to the new method – the contemporary so-called 
Chrysanthos notation of Byzantine church music.9 The book Theory of Byzan-
tine Church Music by Ioannis Margaziotis was used in the lessons (Margaziotis, 
1958). After being trained to read the music, students learned first the liturgy of 
St. John Chrysostom (in the first tone) and then other church songs.

The majority of candidates did not have formal music education. This, on 
the one hand, made it easier, but on the other made it difficult for the teacher 
to work. The notes of Byzantine music were the first notes they mastered. The 
teacher did not allow them to record him singing exercises and songs. The mate-
rial was adopted on the basis of neume recording, listening in the class and mu-
sical memory. This is in contrast to the newer method used in Greek schools of 
Byzantine music, where students are obliged to record a teacher. Vlada wanted 
to consistently follow and apply the traditional way, because the ability to record 
and play through the sound carriers is a supplementary resource of a relatively 
new date.

However, thanks to the team work, enthusiasm and joy of learning, nota-
tion was mastered in an incredibly short time of two months! Vlada Jovanović 

7  I touched on the issues of adopting modal sound and the so-called ‘new method’ notation of 
Byzantine music by Vladimir Jovanović’s students within the music workshop of Byzantine chanting 
and ther St. John of Damascus choir from 1990 to the beginning of 2000 in my paper ‘New method’ 
of Byzantine music in chanting practice of Serbian Orthodox church from the end of 20th century 
to the present in the light of cognitive anthropology, which I presented in 2015 at the conference in 
Athens. That was during the composer’s lifetime and I discussed it with him personally. 

8 More on the social status of church singers in Serbia and Greece in: Blagojević, 2014, 145–147.
9 More about Chrysanthos’ notation and system of recording of Byzantine church music in: Kon-

stantinu, 2014; Stάthhs, 2016, 181–192; Blagojević, 2017b, pp. 25–31. 
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refused no one who wanted to learn to sing and he believed that everyone could 
sing with enough practice and effort. He had a group of students who studied 
the distinction between basic intervals, for example ‘ni-pa’ (!). In 1814, based on 
solfeggio in Western European music, the new method of Byzantine music in-
troduced: monosyllabic names for the tones of the scale: ni, pa, vu, ga, di, ke, zo, 
ni (Karάs, 1982, p. 2; Stάthhs, 2016). These, until then unfamiliar terms in Bel-
grade, created confusion and encouraged imagination to make up stories, name-
ly urban narratives about people dealing with Byzantine music, in the jargon of 
church circles known as byzantines.10 In my earlier work I mentioned that this 
even led to the conclusion that it was some sect, whose members were engaged in 
mantring. Those unusual mantras were, in fact, the names of the tones (Blago-
jević 2005, p. 167).

Work in this group can be viewed as a type of unprogrammed social experi-
ment. Namely, we can observe and analyze how a group of people master the ba-
sics of Byzantine chanting, what their reactions are during the learning process 
and the reactions of the environment. This group was characterized by ‘sound 
isolation’, conditionally speaking, because at the time when the firstgroup of stu-
dents started learning Byzantine music notation, this kind of chanting was im-
possible to hear ‘live’ anywhere in Belgrade. There was no internet at that time; 
the only source of knowledge was the teacher – his voice and the audio record-
ings he gave us. In addition, there was no other kind of modal music sounding 
in the surroundings. Moreover, a large number of the first students had never 
heard this music at all, except a few who heard it live in Greece.

Thus, the two students, who later became founders of new Byzantine choirs, 
Natalija Mijatović and Jelena Stojaković (married name Smiljanić) first heard 
this chant in the early nineties, at the festival of choirs in Kardica (Greece) where 
they performed with the First Belgrade Singing Society under the direction of 
Divna Ljubojević.11 Natalija Mijatović says about her first encounter with the 
Byzantine chant: ‘…a Greek male choir performed. As they sang, a wave of deep, 
ancient beauty and truth crushed over me, and tears ran unbridled down my 
face. The wave directly from the wellspring, deep in my being. I have never heard 
this chant before, but at that moment I recognized that I belong to that sound 
and that it carries my spiritual heritage. When we returned home, my friend 
from the choir and I embarked on a quest to find someone who knew this chant. 
On a church door somewhere, we saw a flyer about Byzantine chant choir, signed 
by Vlada Jovanović. And that’s how it all started. We found ourselves in the first 
group of seekers, to which you and your sister belong, and the many of our beau-
tiful and beloved singers. I then left Divna’s choir,12 completely surrendering to 
the newly-established choir of St. John of Damascus’. 

Vlada Jovanović used to give his students audio recordings of different 
chanters and choirs, cassettes with samples based on tones of Byzantine music 

10  This informal name was given to the group of people in relation to the type of music they deal 
with, and not the historical period. In analogy with rock music and rockers, heavy metal and metal-
heads, punk and punks, those who deal with Byzantine music have become byzantines, so this is why 
the name is written with a small letter ‘b’. 

11 See more about Divna Ljubojević in: Blagojević, 2012, pp. 182–184. 
12  Divna Ljubojević’ choir Melodi. 
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so they could hear the intervals. The main models were the Holy Mountain sing-
ers, hierodeacon father Dionysios Firfiris, brotherhood Danileyi from Katouna-
kia, brotherhood Spiridon and Tomaida from the Little St. Anna Skete and many 
more. At that time none of us knew about the divisions among Greek chanters 
and different styles. The criterion to choose and listen to something was audio 
experience, not a ‘pre-knowledge’. 

Based on soundtrack listening, students themselves noticed that there were 
great differences in chanting between various Greek choirs and chanters. In ad-
dition, after long-term listening, it became apparent to them that there were de-
viations between written music and the music that one could hear in the chant. 
Namely, some choirs and chanters sang only the notation structure, without 
analysis.

During lessons, Vlada used to sing neume notation in various possible ways 
i.e. the different energies of character.13 Students called those analyses ‘decora-
tions’ and this term is still in use today among chanters. In order to synchronize 
chanting, as analyses typically were not written, students used to make their own 
signs in the places where they were supposed to sing them. Each student had 
his own recording system but some signs everyone recorded the same way, for 
example little hook, little umbrella, circle, etc. The form of the signs for the anal-
ysis depended on the personal feeling of the student, the way a person visually 
articulates the movement of the voice. These personal signs recorded by the stu-
dents served only as a reminder of a musical phrase they memorized through an 
oral tradition. Thus, unconsciously they used the same synoptic principle that 
had been in use in Byzantine music before the introduction of the new method 
in 1814.14

Byzantine music is unison. However, characteristic for this type of chanting 
is the presence of ison, i.e. a kind of bordun – singing one even tone. As there are 
different interpretations in the singing of the basic melody, in practice there are 
also different approaches to singing ison among Greek chanters. In some schools 
they practice frequent changes in accordance with the logic of harmonization of 
Western music. Then, some pronounce words from the melody while keeping 
that particular tone, and others sing only a neutral syllable. In the end, Jovanović 
decided to practice one tone, the basis of the voice in neutral syllable. However, 
there was opposition in the women’s choir because it was monotonous, so they 
wanted to pronounce words and sometimes harmonize the melody.

Some of the students, although gifted chanters, decided to sing ison from the 
beginning, as Natalija Mijatović:

Although I sang the leading melodic lines of the soprano for years, I immediately felt a strong 
calling for chanting ison. I am deeply convinced that the gift that the Lord generously bestows 
upon us has found us, and not us, him. It is wonderful to sing, but to sing ison is a particularly 
profound experience of unity and service to others. You cast your voice into the foundation of the 
melody, as roots from which the tree grows to its heights, towards eternity. Dense canopy and 
flowers are a melody that ascend our prayer to the heights with its beauty and scent, and ison, 

13 See more about the different ways of interpreting neume notations of the new method in: Kon-
stantinu, 2014.

14  More on the synoptic way of recording of Byzantine music in: Stάthhs, 2016, pp. 78–108; 
Blagojević, 2017b, pp. 25–29. 
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restrained and unwavering, sensibly provides strength from the depths of our tradition, connect-
ing the past and the future into eternity. For me ison is a thundering silence. 

Vlada had a spiritual, mystical approach. He emphasized to his students the 
need for inner spirituality. He spoke of chanting as a means to achieve blessing. 
Choir rehearsals always began with a prayer he composed and ended singing a 
troparion to St. John of Damascus. Jovanović used to begin lessons and choir 
rehearsals with a Prayer before chanting, and complete them with Prayer after 
chanting, which he created himself. Members of the choir St. John of Damascus 
shared these prayers with friends from other church choirs, so over time prayers 
entered general use. As anonymous prayers they are available on various Ortho-
dox portals on the internet (Molitva pre i posle pojanja 2018).

He was against performing concerts. Respecting freedom of choice, he did 
not stop his students from participation in concerts, although he opposed it. He 
would say: ‘How is it possible to sing We praise Thee, a song chanted during 
liturgy when Holy Gifts are being consecrated, and people applaud you and cele-
brate your vocal abilities? It is complete nonsense.’ On the other hand, Byzantine 
chanting was a ‘forgotten sound’ in Serbia, so concert activity had a missionary 
dimension to some extent.

In the spirit of missionary work, female singers published a cassette Rejoice 
Mother of God, Most Pure Most Spotless Ladder to Heaven in 1998, and a CD 
and a cassette Sing to the Lord the new song – psalms of David in 2002 (Blago-
jević, 2005). 

Adaptations and compositions of worship songs 

In the domain of church Byzantine music Jovanović left behind a 
large number of tunes of liturgical songs, adapting compositions of Byzantine 
music from printed Greek music editions to Church Slavonic text. 

In the beginning, Jovanović used Bulgarian editions of Byzantine chants col-
lection in the Church Slavonic language. However, he was not pleased with the 
way music phrases were paired with the text, so he started tailoring them him-
self. The process of tailoring assumes adapting liturgical text, in this case in the 
Church Slavonic language, to the phrases of Byzantine music. This project is not 
easy at all and it requires skill and knowledge, because its aim is to preserve the 
existing melody line as much as possible and to convey the chanted message 
clearly. The problem is that the words in the Greek and Church Slavonic languag-
es have a different number of syllables, so creative skills are necessary.

He collected translations in a handwritten manuscript under the title Anthol-
ogy – week day and feast day singing at Holy Divine Liturgy in eight tones, in 
the manner of singing on the Holy Mountain of Athos. To Vlada Jovanović, the 
role model for Byzantine chanting and, in an inseparable relation with that, for 
spiritual life, was the Holy Mountain tradition (Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, p. 
337).

As a source and inspiration among other things, Jovanović used the collec-
tions of protopsaltis monk Nektarios, an elder in the Great Lavra of St. Athanasios 
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the Athonite (Nektarίoy monachoύiropsάltoy, 1931). In the beginning, the choir 
chanted using the photocopied material from that book, into which Jovanović 
wrote the text in the Church Slavonic language. A good example is the Satur-
day communion song to the departed Blessed are they whom Thou hast chosen 
and taken, o Lord. Academician Dimitrije Stefanović described this phenome-
non shortly after it took place, concluding that ‘Greek melodies have been suc-
cessfully matched to the Church Slavonic text of Russian redaction, and the way 
they are performed is very close to the present Greek holy chanting.’ (Stefanović, 
1994, p. 28). 

Vlada Jovanović unselfishly shared his knowledge. He did not charge for his 
Collection and he did not have any material benefit from this work. With his per-
mission, students were making copies of the Collection. 

He gave his students a handwritten Anthology of 480 pages where there are 
liturgies of St. Apostle James, St. Basil the Great, St. John Chrysostom in eight 
tones, the liturgy of Pre-sanctified gifts, then feast and week day antiphons, As 
many as have been baptized into Christ, To Thy Cross, irmoses instead of It is 
truly meet to bless you, Sunday and feast day communion hymns, the Paschal 
canon and the entire matins service, Psalms 1 (plagal of 4th tone), 5 (4th tone), 
23 (3rd tone) (plagal of 4th tone), 135; Songs to Virgin Mary, O Virgin Pure, 
i.e. Agni Parthene, the song of St. Nectarios of Aegina, adapted to the Church 
Slavonic language (Agni Parthene Despina 2017) and Do not entrust me to hu-
man advocacy, Paschal, weekday, feast day troparions and kontakions, as well 
as troparions and kontakions of the Penticostar and generally to the Saints; be-
atitudes in eight tones, Paschal and weekday prokimenons, Alleluia in all tones, 
from the Book of needs: the order of blessing and cutting of kolach, the wedding 
and baptism services.

The anthology came off the press in 2017 in the form of a facsimile, hand-
written by the author, as it is also sometimes the case in Greece – for example, 
editions of the Greek chants teacher Simon Karas.15 The last author’s redaction of 
the Anthology was completed in March 2001. The volume consists of 285 pages, 
as the troparia and kontakia from the previous editions were omitted. The An-
thology was printed thanks to the commitment of the choir members and friends, 
true admirers of his work, with the financial aid from the servants of the Holy 
Resurrection of Christ church in Vienna (Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, p. 337). 
The previously mentioned Jovanović’s prayers before and after chanting are also 
published in the Anthology. Jovanović also incorporated the Greek edition of 
Octoechos into the Church Slavonic language and it is also in the manuscript. 

Jovanović’s collection of Byzantine ecclesiastical singing was gathered over 
the years through live interaction with students. He used to bring draft versions 
to rehearsals where students would sing them and he would correct certain plac-
es during the performance. He corrected many songs, especially from the liturgy 
of St. John the Chrysostom, years later. Adjusting to the new version required 
patience from the students who knew the previous version by heart. Jovanović, 
as a true artist, strived for continuous improvement. So, songs in the current Col-
lection represent the fourth or fifth edition (Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, p. 337).

15 See for example: Karάs, 1982. 
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Fig. 1. The first psalm with the drawing by composer’s daughter, Smiljana Jovanović. She made the 
drawing after I asked her, at one of the rehearsals she attended as a little girl.

There are disagreements regarding the accenting of Church Slavonic text dur-
ing worship in Serbian Orthodox Church. Opinions are divided, so some think 
the accents should be in accordance with spoken language in order to be clear 
to the faithful. However, in different parts of Serbia the accents are different, so 
for the citizens of central, southern and eastern Serbia the official accents are 
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more foreign than the Church Slavonic accents. Jovanović modified the original 
Byzantine chanting in order to actually follow the accents of the Church Slavonic 
text. 

It should be noted that the first versions of worship songs, as well as the 
Liturgy, were chanted using the accents of the modern Serbian language. How-
ever, soon he switched to Church Slavonic accents, partly influenced by the 
teachings of bishop of Budimlje Danilo Krstić of blessed repose (1927–2002), 
whom he highly respected. Namely, bishop Danilo emphasized that in every 
developed language system one can see three linguistic levels, which he named 
marketplace, culture and cult. Consequently, every level has its laws; therefore, 
Church Slavonic as the cult language of the Serbs has its rules and accents to be 
respected (Danilo Krstić episkop, 1996, p. 165).

The response to the chanting of the St. John of Damascus 
choir and Jovanović’s work

Concerning Byzantine chanting from the perspective of the mes-
sage recipient, the faithful and the clergy, there were various types of problems 
(Blagojević, 2005; Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, pp. 337–338). One part of the 
Belgrade clergy of poorer education resisted, and still does, the modal sound – 
especially those who came as refugees from Bosnia and Croatia. They typically 
associate the intervals of hard chromatic scale with Turkish and Arabic music.16 
It is especially difficult to listen to the echos Varis from lower zo tone (Konstan-
tinu, 2014, pp. 174–180). The majority associates this notation with the Arabic 
alphabet. The sound reminds them of Muslims and mosques, so they forbid its 
performance at the service, falling into the trap of ethnophiletism and saying 
that ‘we have our Serbian way’ and this is something ‘foreign, Greek and sounds 
like Muslim’. On the other hand, the faithful people of different age groups reg-
ularly approached the choir to express their enthusiasm, stating that ‘this is how 
they chanted at the time of St. Sava!’ (Pavićević, Blagojević, 2018, p. 337). In 
one of my previous works I devoted a lot of attention to the problems regarding 
the reception of Byzantine music in the territory of Belgrade-Karlovci Metro-
politanate at the end of the 20th century, so I will not pursue that subject here. 
I will only point out that it has caused very opposed emotions, from enthusi-
asm to rejection. By the end of 2001 the St. John of Damascus choir received 
verbal recommendation from patriarch Pavle to ‘sing some of Byzantine chants 
occasionally’ (Blagojević, 2005, p. 167). However, since the activity of the choir 
was tied to the performance of Jovanović’s creations, this prohibition meant 
that his compositions could not be performed in the territory of Belgrade-Kar-
lovci Metropolitanate. Church repertoire mostly depends on the personal taste 
of the appointed bishop and clergy, mainly the church presbyter. Thus, in this 
case the choir was able to continue to sing when visiting other Metropolitanates 
(for example, Zahumlje and Herzegovina, Montenegro and the Littoral, Braniče-
vo, etc.). At the same time in Belgrade they freely sang Byzantine chants at the 

16 About the features of these musical scales more in: Konstantinu, 2014, pp. 209–215, 228.
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Faculty of Theology (Blagojević,  2005,  p.  168). However, marginalization and 
misunderstanding by the clergy damaged Jovanović’s health. 

In the era of strong ethnic insecurity, i.e. shaken identities, nationalistic and 
ethno-phyletic rhetoric was mixed with the fear of novelties, so even the thou-
sand-year-old tradition of Byzantine music was perceived almost like avant-gar-
de. Along with this esoteric search for an ethnic identity by the clergy, the ordi-
nary people were openheartedly, instinctively discovering an old St. Sava-like 
music identity layer. 

The students of Vlada Jovanović 

Vlada always emphasized that he ‘does not teach this chanting be-
cause it is Byzantine, but because it is traditional church music and if he finds 
another one that better reflects the truth of our Orthodox faith, he will take it’. 
For him and some of his students the criterion for dealing with this kind of music 
was not national – because it is ‘our national’ – nor was it chosen as a ‘romantic 
antiquity’. It was mystical functionality, the desire to testify through the music to 
God’s presence in the world and to reach the other side. 

Observing from the time distance, we can clearly see that Jovanović was a 
light in an era characterized by a struggle for retention of power or conquering 
it. Such a social climate was completely in contradiction with this artist, who did 
not want to rule anyone. He viewed the people who came to him to learn chant-
ing as associates, not subordinate disciples. For Jovanović, the disciples were 
companions in the quest for the best possible way of praising God. This relation-
ship and attitude was, in most cases, mutual, the students honored him honestly:

I respected and loved Vlada, immensely, i.e. I revered him. I felt admiration for a teacher who 
so generously and joyfully shared his great gift, and who always felt the responsibility of multi-
plying what was given to him. I always likened Vlada’s presence with the phrase I crafted: Quiet 
Thunder (I do not know whether this makes sense linguistically, but see the above for ison).17

However, some of the male students, under the influence of the patriarchal 
narrative, were looking for a dominant leader that would also strengthen their 
identity in the world, changing at a rapid pace. Thus, some of the students cre-
ated their own choirs, following the line of narratives thirsty for recognition and 
success in concert halls and festivals.

Through his work in the field of Byzantine music, Jovanović again finds a 
long-lost narrative thread of church music. These lessons of Byzantine music, 
work with the choir, and chanting at church served as a comfort to those who en-
dured various types of decay in daily life (society, economy, disintegration of the 
country, war danger, etc.). For some of the youth in Belgrade during the 1990s 
Byzantine music was the Ariadne’s thread for the escape from the labyrinth of 
the crisis that continues to our day. This is supported by the words of one of his 
students: ‘I only survived the 1990s thanks to him. He opened the door I had not 

17  Natalija Mijatović, painting professor and art department chair, Binghamton University, New 
York.
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seen before and brought me into a parallel world where you can breathe, rejoice 
and feel needed. We all felt that we were needed, that our efforts made sense. 
I learned from him to accept and love all people. I learned to keep trying to do my 
best, to look forward and not to be afraid, especially when I left for the USA. Our 
rehearsals and friendship have literally given me the strength to rejoice every 
new day, although it was ‘92, ‘93, ‘94...’18

Jovanović started discovering and learning ‘new’ music quietly, without 
much noise and advertisements, but the fruits of his labor expanded beyond the 
Belgrade area. There were many students from other cities in Serbia, Montene-
gro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, who could then transfer the knowledge to their 
home environments. Many students became priests as well as monks and nuns 
who continued to nurture the acquired knowledge according to their abilities in 
the communities far from Belgrade. Some of the students emigrated to European 
and overseas countries and continued to cultivate Byzantine chanting there.

Many members of the choir have discovered life in the Church in this com-
munity. Characteristic of this, so to speak, movement was the romantic inspi-
ration, the search for the virtue and early Christian life principles. Members of 
the choir and those who ‘followed’ and listened to them attempted practising 
readings from the holy fathers’ literature. Among other things, that meant work-
ing on a personal level, as well as on the renewal of liturgical life, more often 
approaching the holy mystery of the communion, which at that time often faced 
misunderstanding by one part of the priesthood who had learned to give the 
communion to the people four times a year. Jovanović believed in the transform-
ing power of music.19 Vlada adopted this ancient Greek teaching, later the holy 
fathers’ teaching, also known to other nations, and passed it on to his disciples.

According to Radmila Luketić:20 ‘I hold on to the impression Vlada Jovanović 
made on me since the Transfiguration in 1993. At that Liturgy, in the church of 
St. Alexander Nevsky I heard how Heaven sounds and how God comes to be glo-
rified by chanting. Vlada was a rare example of honesty, kindness, godliness, and 
sincere uncovetousness. Silent, but firm in faith. I knew that I was in the right 
place at the right time at rehearsals and singing in the church. The most impor-
tant knowledge of Liturgy, of meekness, of the Kingdom of God, of the Living 
God, of the God given to us now, who is calling us now, I learned in the kliros of 
St. John of Damascus, that is, with Vlada Jovanović’.

Some of the students were interested in the restoration of traditional folk 
music of modal sound and the creation of folk instruments, especially woodwind 
instruments (Jovanović, 2012). 

Besides, a number of choir members showed an interest in the renewal 
and practice of old crafts, for example artistic book binding (Aleksandar Ćek-
lić), weaving on the loom (Jelena Dabić), etc. Some of the artists also focused 
on church art, such as Marina Romanović (now nun Vera) who was already a 

18  Tatjana Milovanović, M.Sc. in molecular biology.
19  See Jovanović’s interview: Jovanović, 2001. 
20 Radmila Luketić, icon painter, art historian and conservator from Belgrade.



GORDANA BLAGOJEVIĆ26

ceramic artist but began to paint icons and make them in the original way in 
ceramics.

Dragoslav Pavle Aksentijević, Serbian painter and famous interpreter of 
church and traditional folk music, during the eighties first started chanting in 
Serbia according to the transcription from the old Byzantine notation in music 
staff system. According to the records of academician Dimitrije Stefanović and 
his own scripts relaying live verbal tradition, also later, already as a renowned 
interpreter of the church music, he learned notation from Jovanović in order to 
complete his theoretical knowledge (Blagojević, 2012, p. 182).

Jovanović taught the new method to many students who would later become 
teachers themselves, like hierodeacon father Jerotej (Petrović) from the monas-
tery of Holy Archangels in Kovilj, founder of the School of church singing with 
the same name, St. John of Damascus in Novi Sad (2011), and Nikola Popmi-
hajlov, founder of the choir ‘Mojsije Petrović’ (1996) and chanting teacher from 
Belgrade.

Natalija Mijatović is the founder of the choir Saint hieromonk Makarios in 
Cetinje (Montenegro), which she led from 1993 to 1997, during her studies at the 
Cetinje Academy of Arts: 

Vlada’s quiet thunder, like an avalanche, befell our cultural-religious-geographic landscape. And 
wherever God’s provenance would send the singer from our choir, a new choir would take form. 
Vlada’s gift truly multiplied. I found myself in Cetinje, at the Academy of Fine Arts, and there I 
formed The Saint hieromonk Makarios. Our Belgrade singers often visited me and we traversed 
Montenegro, performed in concerts and churches, and left a sister or two behind, in Montene-
grin monasteries. And so we did in Serbia. The power of the family bond with my choir meant 
everything to me. Although I was studying far away, I would occasionally and suddenly appear 
at the crack of dawn, in the dead of winter, in the side aisles of the church in Nevsky and later in 
Topčider, right in time for the Liturgy. As if I never left. Even today, when I come from America, 
I go straight to the choir apse. And I pick up exactly where I left it the last time around.21

We will mention here only some members of the choir, who chose monastic 
life and continued to nurture and improve chanting in the monastery centers, 
for example nun Pajsija from the monastery St. Stefan near Vranje, the already 
mentioned hieromonk Lazar (Stojković), hegumen in the Zagrađa monastery in 
Montenegro, hegumeness Amfilohija from the Šudikova monastery near Berane 
and nun Vera from the Župa convent near Nikšić.

During 2004 and 2005, with the blessing of their spiritual father Nikolaj, a 
group of five girls attended Jovanović’s classes. They were still living in the world 
at the time but they wanted to become nuns and to foster Byzantine chant in 
their monastic family. They had lessons several times a week for several hours. 
One of the students says that every departure to these classes was a holiday for 
them, and the meeting with Jovanović left an important positive mark on their 
lives. Some of these students are now in the monastery of St. Apostle Thomas 
at Svilajnac. Protopsaltis, Sister Sergia, says that they continued professional 
contact with the teacher even after going to the monastery. In the monastery, 
they regularly perform the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom in the first tone, the 

21 Natalija Mijatović, painting professor and art department chair, Binghamton University, New 
York.
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Byzantine way that Jovanović translated and integrated into a composition. Due 
to the great responsibilities of monastic life, in accordance with their possibili-
ties, they gradually continue to master Byzantine melodies, singing certain songs 
from other worships, such as the Lord I call unto Thee, individual verses, dog-
matics, irmoses, etc.

Indiaspora, Tatjana Milovanović led the church singers group in the parish 
of The Nativity of the Most Holy Theotokos in Orange County (California) from 
1998 to 2005, Jelena Smiljanić, was the founder of the female Byzantine singers 
group at the Serbian Orthodox church of the Holy Resurrection of Christ in Vi-
enna (2016). The signatory of these lines as Jovanović’s student continued her 
training in Greece, and from 2009 to this day she sings Byzanine chants with two 
more chanters22 in the chapel of St. John the Chrysostom at Student city. 

Some students who contributed to the field of traditional folk music took 
inspiration for their work from Byzantine music and their engagement in the 
St. John of Damascus choir, such as, for example, Vladimir Simić, founder and 
leader of the group Beloplatno (White Linnen) (Blagojević, 2012, pp. 189–190). 
Many members of the female singing group Moba met at the St. John of Damas-
cus choir.

According to the students’ testimony, chanting, life and work in the St. John 
of Damascus choir was much more than ‘just’ singing. Having Jovanović’s com-
mitment to work as an example, this has also affected their attitude towards life 
and work: ‘I often think of Vlada, and like every good student, I strive to justify 
his stake in me. My role in life is ison. I endeavor to provide my children with 
this constant support that keeps them from within so as not to ‘fall in intonation’. 
I am their root, and my aspiration is for my sons to grow into tall Serbian oaks, 
albeit on the foreign soil, but with their roots interconnected in the unbreakable 
network of their ancestors. I have the same approach in teaching’.23

Conclusion

Vladimir Jovanović was concerned with the inner prayerful life, so 
dealing with music for him was the path to personal transformation and search 
for the meaning of existence. This multi-talented artist, in addition to elec-
tro-acoustic music, affirmed his abilities through Byzantine modal music. Here 
he expressed his creative potential successfully adapting Church Slavonic text to 
the melodic patterns of Byzantine music. He utilized his talent for visual arts on 
thousands of pages of written inspirational Byzantine notation and text. About 
his pedagogical talent testify many students, whom he attracted and inspired 
with his authentic view of life and personal example. 

One of the key factors that influenced Vladimir Jovanović to initiate the 
renewal of Byzantine music in this-worldly circles, primarily in Belgrade, was 
his enthusiasm, love for the Divine through authentic devotion to the church 

22 Sanja (Ksenija) Bursać and Milica Rakić, students of Nikola Popmihajlov as mentioned above.
23 Natalija Mijatović, painting professor and art department chair, Binghamton University, New 

York.
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Byzantine music. He created and worked in discretion and modesty in true Or-
thodox spirit, totally untouched by the success and acknowledgments from ‘this 
world’. His desire was not to get glory through Byzantine music but to glorify 
the Lord. Vlada Jovanović, by his living example, inspired many young people 
who felt and recognized his sincerity and dedication as they continue to practice 
Byzantine music with a memory of their teacher. 

Translated by Tatjana Milovanović
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