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Rebetiko and “Laiko” - which has roots in the
urban music tradition of Greeks going back
centuries - emerged as a distinct genre in the
first half of the 20th century, capturing the
everyday challenges of life in Greek cities,
and touching on subjects like love, sorrow,
drugs, politics and current events.

in its early days, the Greek state suppressed
Rebetiko and the “Rebetes” who played the
bouzouki, but its widespread popularity -
especially among the working class - ensured
that it became the most beloved genre in the
Greek musical tradition in the 20th century.

The songs of Markos Vamvakaris, Ioannis
Papaioannou, Vassilis Tsitsanis, and others
enchanted Greeks around the world, and their
songs like “Fragkosyriani”, “Faliriotissa”, and
“Sinnefiasmeni Kyriaki” are beloved to this
day.

In 2017, UNESCO recognized the “dynamic
character” of Rebetiko and its development
as “a powerful reference point for the
collective memory and identity of the
Greeks,” inscribing “Rebetiko” to its
representative list of Intangible Cultural
Heritage.
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Our program tonight will take you on a
journey through the history of Rebetiko,
beginning in “Cafe Aman” and “teke” shops
in the early 20th century. We’ll follow the
waves of refugees from the “Great
Catastrophe” in 1922 to the shantytowns of
Piraeus, and then the first migrants who left
for the slums of New York, Boston, Chicago,
and other American cities, bringing their
music with them.

Back in Athens, we’ll see how Rebetiko
transforms into the Piraeus style of Markos
Vamvakaris, who explodes on the scene
with his bouzouki in the early 1930s, paving
the way for Papaioannou, Tsitsanis, and
others, and establishing the bouzouki as the
instrument that defines Rebetiko and Laiko
music.

We’ll trace the Rebetiko story through the
30s and into World War II, the Nazi
occupation, the resistance, and the civil war,
and look at how it evolved in the post-war
era to tell a new Greek story, one that
continues to express Greeks of all walks of
life to this day.
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