Café Rebetika (a word first used in 1930’s)...is described as “music and social philosophy intertwined”, this “movement” grew out of the urban slums of Greece in the 1920-40’s. Dispossessed and outcast locals and individuals fleeing hunger and war took a stand against the de-facto military dictatorship of General Metaxas by gathering and meeting in cafes and “tekes” (hashish dens) “to lose their blues and have some fun”. This subculture was crushed by Metaxas and its blues styled music and the playing of the bouzouki was banned, making it all the more popular. 
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Cast of Café Rebetika. Photo credit - John Tsiavis.

Followers of this philosophy/movement males and females were collectively called “rebetes”, living by a strict code of personal integrity were highly respected. Under Mataxas’ rule these old school “Manga’s” (strong male leaders) were re-defined as violent thugs, criminals and arrogant shit, our villain tonight Nikos is one such man. Our hero Stavrakas played by Harry Pavlidis, plays the role of his real-life grandfather after whom he is proud to be named; all of the events portrayed in this production are authentic and based on historical fact and actual people.   
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Harry Pavlidis as Stavrakas and Jennifer Vuletic as Areti. Photo credit - John Tsiavis.

The central characters Harry Pavlidis as Stavrakas and Jennifer Vuletic as Areti are star crossed lovers much like Romeo and Juliet. Unlike Shakespeare’s lovers, these two can’t be together because of her Catholic faith and his loathing of the corrupt nature of the church. She is shunned by the town folk as a whore because they are not married. She instead marries and is murdered by the gangster Niko. Stavrakas her former lover kills Niko and is jailed for life because the corrupt police won’t jail Nikos for Areti’s murder. This destroys or changes the lives of all around them. Petraki who is a refugee of the burning of Smyrna who was orphaned when his parents drowned turns to drugs and is convinced by Nikos to betray the whereabouts of Areti leading to her death. He finally tells Stavrakas on his deathbed in jail of his shame of betraying Areti. 

This combination of fascism, betrayal, love, music, and dance is the complex backdrop to this story. The intertwining of Turkish Greeks that were sent back to Greece as outcasts with the lower classes of locals intertwines with the love and betrayal. No matter what the fascists did the people of Rebetika would not be destroyed.

We were talking to Stephen Lopez who played the drug addict Petraki after the show and he mentioned he was of Spanish and Greek heritage. Much like the Greeks, the Spanish have suffered throughout history with persecution by the Inquisition and later under a fascist regime in the 1930’s and 40’s under Franco. The common people find a way to cope and thrive despite their hardships. It was also interesting talking to Michael Kotsohilis who played the gangster Nikos as well as the part of Grigoris the well meaning but naïve communist who wanted to join the Russian communists. We all know thanks to history what happened to artists under Stalin. He killed more than 50 million of his fellow Russians during his reign of terror.
The band was amazing with a collection of amazing Greek musicians and an Irishman. The Irish have also had to fight for freedom from tyranny from Britain.

It is well worth seeing and has been popular all round Australia. We found this production to be very professionally acted, danced and sung. The dancing was brilliant as well as the subtitled singing. The set was really well built and helped tell the story. The costumes and lighting were also well presented. 

Links

http://caferebetika.com/
