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The Popovich B r o t h e r s  o f  South  Chicago. By J i l l  Godmi low 
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R e v i e w e d  b y  R i c h a r d  March  

The f i l m  "The P o p o v i c h  B r o t h e r s  o f  S o u t h  Ch icago i i  
b y  J i l l  Godmi low i s  an  e x c e l l e n t  d o c u m e n t a r y  a b o u t  a  m u s i c -  
a l l y  t a l e n t e d  S e r b i a n  f a m i l y  whose c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  S e r -  
b i a n  A m e r i c a n  c o m m u n i t y  o f  C h i c a g o  and t h e  M i d w e s t  i s  no- 
t h i n g  s h o r t  o f  immense. The f i l m  does  a  good  j o b  o f  ex -  
p l a i n i n g  t h e  m o t i v a t i o n s  b e h i n d  a n d  r e v e a l i n g  t h e  e m o t i o n a l  
f e e l i n g s  f o r  e t h n i c  g r o u p  b o n d s  among t h e  S e r b s  o f  t h e  
h i g h l y  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  C a l u m e t  R e g i o n .  

I n  s e v e r a l  i n s i g h t f u l  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  t h e  P o p o v i c h  
f a m i l y  and  o t h e r  C h i c a g o  a r e a  S e r b s ,  t h e i r  i n t e n s e  f e e l i n g s  
o f  d e v o t i o n  t o  t h e i r  e t h n i c  b a c k g r o u n d  i s  e x p r e s s e d ,  espe-  
c i a l l y  as i t  i s  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  m u s i c ,  c h u r c h  
a c t i v i t i e s  and  f a m i l y  t i e s .  The f i l m  i s  q u i t e  s t r o n g  i n  
i t s  s o c i o l o g i c a l  a s p e c t s ,  b u t  f o l k l o r i s t i c a l l y  i t  l e a v e s  
s o m e t h i n g  t o  b e  d e s i r e d  a t  t i m e s .  

The f i l m m a k e r s  h a d  t o  w o r k  a r o u n d  a  number o f  d i s a d -  
v a n t a g e s .  F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  t h e y  a r e  b a s e d  on  t h e  E a s t  C o a s t ,  
g e o g r a p h i c a l l y  q u i t e  f a r  f r o m  t h e  f i l m ' s  l o c a t i o n ,  C h i c a g o .  
w h i c h  p r o b a b l y  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  a  t e n d e n c y  t o  s c h e d u l e  s h o o t -  
i n g  a r o u n d  b i g  e v e n t s ,  l i k e  t h e  f i f t i e t h  a n n i v e r s a r y  c e l e -  
b r a t i o n  o f  t h e  P o p o v i c h  B r o t h e r s  T a m b u r i t z a  O r c h e s t r a .  

T h e r e  i s  some n o n d e r f u l  f o o t a g e  o f  t h e  b i g  f c t e s ,  c o n c e r t s  
a n d  c e l e b r a t i o n s ,  b u t  day t o  day l i f e ,  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  
w h i c h  s o  much o f  e t h n i c  c u l t u r e  u n f o l d s ,  i s  somewhat  
s l i g h t e d .  I t  m i g h t  h a v e  been  more n a t u r a l  t o  i n c l u d e  f o o t -  
age o f  e v e r y d a y  mea ls ,  c o m i n g s  a n d  g o i n g s  t o  w o r k ,  s c h o o l  
o r  c h u r c h ,  h a d  t h e  f i l m m a k e r s  b e e n  b a s e d  n e a r e r  by .  



The o t h e r  ma jo r  d i f f i c u l t y  u h i c h  t h e  f i l m m a k e r s  en- 

c o u n t e r e d  was t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  chanced t o  p i c k  a  p a r t i c u -  
l a r l y  t u m u l t u o u s  p e r i o d  i n  t h e  l i v e s  o f  t h e  Popov iches.  

The younges t  b r o t h e r  and p r i m a  p l a y e r  Marko Popov ich ,  d i e d  
sudden ly ,  and t h e  d e a t h  of  h i s  f a t h e r  N i k o l a  Popov ich ,  
f o l l o w e d .  Teddy ~ o p o v i c h ,  t h e  band ' s  l e a d  s i n g e r ,  s u f f e r e d  
a h e a r t  a t t a c k  wh i ch  p u t  h im o u t  o f  a c t i o n  f o r  s e v e r a l  
months. 

T h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  c a r r i e d  b o t h  advantages and d i sadvan -  
tages.  I t  p r o v i d e d  a  good o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  demons t ra te  how 
t h e  ex tended  f a m i l y  and t h e  e t h n i c  community can p r o v i d e  
s u p p o r t  i n  d i f f i c u l t  moments. Foo tage  o f  t h e  f u n e r a l s  
and t h e  f a m i l y  g a t h e r i n g s  i s  v e r y  mov ing and hand led  u i t h  
good t a s t e  and r e s t r a i n t .  The s t a b l e  r o l e ,  however,  wh i ch  
t h e  Popov i ch  b r o t h e r s  p l a y e d  f o r  decades as a  c u l t u r a l  
and m u s i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  i s  somewhat obscu red  by a l l  t h e  
t u m u l t .  I t  i s  t o  t h e  f i l m m a k e r ' s  c r e d i t  t h a t  t h e y  were 
a b l e  t o  overcome such d i f f i c u l t i e s  and respond  t o  t h e  oppor -  
t u n i t i e s  t o  p roduce  a  h i g h  q u a l i t y  documentary.  

The f i l m  i s  w e l l  s u i t e d  f o r  s c r e e n i n g  a t  c i v i c  and 
e t h n i c  group even ts ,  b u t  i t s  l e n g t h ,  60 m inu tes ,  makes 
i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  use as a  c l ass room t o o l .  Sometimes t h e  
e d i t i n g  seems t o o  loose- -  o f t e n  t h e  i n t e r v i e u s  become r e p e t -  
i t i v e  o r  seem t o  d r i f t ,  and more t i m e  t h a n  seems necessa ry  
i s  devo ted  t o  such s h o t s  as Adam Popov i ch  a d j u s t i n g  t h e  
p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  f o l d i n g  c h a i r s  f o r  t h e  S loboda  c h o i r  r e h e a r -  
s a l ,  o r  t h e  c h o i r  s l o w l y  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  e x i t  f r om a  crowded 
s t a g e  a f t e r  t h e i r  pe r fo rmance  o f  "Albanska Golgota t ' .  

The aspec t  o f  t h e  f i l m  wh ich  i s  pe rhaps  most d i s a p -  
p o i n t i n g  t o  f o l k l o r i s t s  i s  t h e  s p a r c i t y  o f  m u s i c a l  m a t e r i a l ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e  t h e  f i l m  i s  abou t  one o f  t h e  f i n e s t  g roups 
o f  Serb ian-Amer ican m u s i c i a n s .  I n  an h o u r - l o n g  f i l m  abou t  
m u s i c i a n s  t h e r e  c e r t a i n l y  ough t  t o  be t i m e  f o r  a t  l e a s t  
one u n i n t e r r u p t e d  pe r fo rmance  o f  a  song. Most o f  t h e  mus- 
i c a l  sequences seem t o  r u n  o n l y  abou t  t w e n t y  seconds b e f o r e  
a v i s u a l  o r  a u d i o  c u t .  The f i l m  p l u n g e s  too q u i c k l y  t o  
examin ing  t h e  deeper q u e s t i o n s  o f  why t h e  music i s  p e r p e t u -  
a t e d  t h a t  j u s t  what t h e  music i s  and how i t  i s  p l a y e d  a r e  
a lmos t  i g n o r e d .  

N a r r a t i o n  i s  p r o v i d e d  by a p p r o p r i a t e  s e l e c t i o n s  from 
i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  t h e  i n f o r m a n t s  and i s  u s u a l l y  q u i t e  
e f f e c t i v e ,  b u t  a t  t i m e s  some e x p l a n a t o r y  n a r r a t i o n  by  an 



 outside^^ n a r r a t o r  m i g h t  have made c l e a r e r  what was b e i n g  

shown. F o r  example t h e  k r s n a  s l a v a  ( f a m i l y l s  s a i n t s ' s  
day)  o f  t h e  Popov i ch  f a m i l y  i s  on S t .  N i c h o l a s t  Day, Decem- 

b e r  19, by t h e  J u l i a n  c a l e n d a r .  They a r e  shown h o l d i n g  
t h e  even t  i n  t h e i r  chu rch  h a l l  wh ich  had a l r e a d y  been deco- 
r a t e d  w i t h  Ch r i s tmas  decor .  Though t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  Adam 
Popov ich  I b e l i e v e ,  says ,  "S lava  i s  l i k e  you r  own p e r s o n a l  

h o l i d a y . .  .It, t h e  f i r s t  word, s l a v a ,  u n f a m i l i a r  t o  most 
v i ewers ,  may be missed o r  n o t  unde rs tood ,  and i n  t h e  absence 
o f  f u r t h e r  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  i s  t h a t  t h e  s l a v a  
ceremony has someth ing t o  do w i t h  Ch r i s tmas .  S i m i l a r l y ,  
a  n a r r a t o r  m i g h t  have e x p l a i n e d  why a  S e r b i a n  New Year ' s  
p a r t y  wou ld  f a l l  on January  15 o r  m i g h t  have i m p a r t e d  t h e  
s i m p l e  b u t  r e l e v a n t  f a c t  t h a t  E l i  Popov ich ,  who i s  shown 
a t t e n d i n g  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n s  and f u n e r a l s ,  i s  no l o n g e r  a  
r e s i d e n t  o f  Ch icago b u t  f l e w  i n  f r om h i s  home i n  Washington, 
D.C., t o  a t t e n d .  

A n a r r a t o r  a l s o  m i g h t  have been a b l e  t o  o f f e r  some 
f o l k l o r i s t i c  commentary on t h e  mus ic .  The m u s i c a l  s t y l e s  
and a c t i v i t i e s  shown a r e  q u i t e  d i v e r s e .  F o r  example, t h e  
b r o t h e r s  p e r f o r m  a  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  a n c i e n t  l i c k i  o j k a n ,  
a  f o r m  o f  male unaccompanied s i n g i n g  f rom L i k a ,  t h e i r  ances- 
t r a l  r e g i o n  i n  wes te rn  C r o a t i a .  W i t h o u t  a  pause o r  exp lana-  
t i o n  t h e r e  i s  a  sudden c u t  t o  a  newer a d d i t i o n  t o  f o l k  
t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  unaccompanied s i n g i n g  o f  an o l d - t i m e  p o p u l a r  
song f r o m  t h e  t u r n - o f - t h e - c e n t u r y  i n  wh i ch  men and women 
s i n g  t o g e t h e r .  

Had t h e r e  been announcements c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  n a t u r e  
o f  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  mus ic  shown, t h e r e  m i g h t  have a l s o  been 
more c a r e  shown i n  s e l e c t i n g  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  c r o s s - s e c t i o n  
o f  t h e  b r o t h e r s t  m u s i c a l  r e p e r t o i r e .  R e c e n t l y  composed 
Yugos lav  pop t u n e s  adap ted  t o  t a m b u r i t z a  compr i se  a  l a r g e r  
sha re  o f  t h e  numbers shown i n  t h e  f i l m  t h a n  would  be p r o -  
p o r t i o n a l  i n  t h e i r  r e p e r t o i r e .  

A l l  o f  t h e s e  c r i t i c i s m s  c e r t a i n l y  do n o t  n e g a t e  t h e  

many s t r e n g t h s  o f  t h e  f i l m  and i ndeed  i t  may be t h e  f i n e s t  
e x t a n t  documentary abou t  contemporary  e t h n i c i t y  i n  America.  
Perhaps i t  would  be a  w o r t h w h i l e  endeavor t o  make a  second, 
ethnomusicologically-oriented f i l m  f r om t h e  f i l m m a k e r s t  
o u t t a k e s .  Such a f i l m  c o u l d  be s h o r t e r - -  20 t o  30 m inu tes ,  
(and t h e r e f o r e  more u s e f u l  i n  t h e  c l ass room)  and i t  c o u l d  
p r o v i d e  more i n f o r m a t i o n  about  t h e  m u s i c a l  t r a d i t i o n s  
d e p i c t e d .  


