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A Brief Illustrated Overview of the Presence of Serbs in 

France from the 19th Century to the Present Day 

 

The presence of Serbs in France spans a period of nearly two centuries. From the education of 

elites in the nineteenth century, at a time when the small Serbian principality was striving to 

catch up with Europe, to the most recent migrations after the 2000s, Serbs have maintained a 

continuous presence in France. 

It is, however, not easy to determine the numerical scope of the Serbian diaspora in this country, 

and there are no precise data on the subject, either in Serbian or in French sources. 

Methodological approaches vary from one state to another, while existing databases remain 

incomplete. According to the 2011 Census of the Republic of Serbia, only 6.5% of all persons 

residing or working abroad were in France, which ranked behind Austria, Germany, 

Switzerland, and Italy. It may therefore be concluded that France has gradually lost some of its 

attractiveness as a destination country for Serbian migrants, for various reasons: restrictive 

migration policies, a high unemployment rate, and a strong presence of migrants originating 

from Africa and Asia. 

However, data from the National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (Insee) show a 

steady increase in the number of Serbs and persons of Serbian origin in France. These include 

individuals arriving through family reunification, students, and professionals coming for a fixed 

period, some of whom settle permanently. According to 2019 data (Insee, 2022), France 

counted 85,700 immigrants born in Serbia and 66,300 Serbian nationals. These figures clearly 

show that there are more persons born in Serbia (to non-French parents) than persons holding 

Serbian nationality, which indicates that a notable number of Serbs in France acquire the 

nationality of the host country. This leads to the conclusion that many of them intend to settle 

in France on a long-term basis. 

The long-standing Serbian presence in France and their adaptation to life in this country are 

also confirmed by the data from the 2011 Serbian Census, according to which persons residing 

and working abroad stay on average longer in France than in any other immigration country. 

The average duration of residence and work there is 14.4 years, and 32.9% of Serbian 

immigrants have been living there for 20 years or more (Stanković, 2014). The majority of our 

compatriots in France, namely 68.69%, according to the same census, come from the 

geographical area statistically designated as Southern Serbia. Among them, 35.38% originate 

from the region of Southern and Eastern Serbia, and 33.31% from the region of Šumadija and 

Western Serbia. Data concerning Kosovo and Metohija, which also belongs to this statistical 

group, are not provided. From Northern Serbia come 31.31% of Serbian nationals, including 

16.06% from Vojvodina and 15.25% from the Belgrade region (Stanković, 2014). According 

to the results of the 2011 Census, Serbian immigration to France does not rank among those 

with the highest average level of education. It should, however, be emphasized that migration 

flows to France follow broader general trends: an increasing number of highly qualified 

individuals from urban environments are arriving, mainly from the Belgrade region and other 

major urban centres, as demonstrated by the results of our empirical research. 

Given the long-standing presence of Serbs in France, one may speak of several waves of their 

settlement in this country. 
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The first wave began in the mid-nineteenth century, when Serbian envoys came to France for 

education and training. Upon their return to Serbia, they formed the elite of this small country—

diplomats, university professors—and contributed to the dissemination and strengthening of 

French influence in Serbia. 

Only a few figures have been retained here: Ivan Đaja, founder in Belgrade of the first Chair of 

Physiology in Southeast Europe, and Mihailo Gavrilović, founder of the State Archives of 

Serbia. Alongside them is also a text devoted to Gaston Gravier, geographer and anthropologist, 

a student of Jovan Cvijić, who in 1909 was appointed lecturer in the French language at the 

University of Belgrade. 

 

 

 

 

 

The second wave is linked to the tragic events of the First World War, as well as to the military 

and humanitarian assistance provided by France to Serbia through the care of its soldiers and 

the reception of its refugees on French territory. 
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Serbian soldiers recovering in a French hospital in Tunisia during the First World War 

 

 

Document preserved in the personal archives of Mr. Duško D. Filipović (Belgrade), whose grandfather, 

Milorad Filipović, wounded during the First World War, was admitted to and treated at the hospital in 

Bizerte. 
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Book of Serbian Military Invalids, printed in Bizerte in 1918. 

 

 

From the personal archives of Mrs. Ivanka Nedić-Radovanović (Belgrade), whose father, while 

recovering in Bizerte, met her mother, a French nurse, whom he later married; she subsequently settled 

in Belgrade, where she lived until her death in the 1980s. 
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Commemorative Decoration of the 1914–1918 War, awarded by King Alexander I 

Karađorđević to Mr. M. Berry. 

 

From the personal archives of Mr. Jean-Claude Fillaud. 
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Book by a French author devoted to the heroic struggle of the Serbian army on the 

Salonika Front during the First World War. 

 

 

 

From the personal archives of Professor Boško I. Bojović. 
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Serbian military cemeteries in France 

 

Thiais (94), Paris region: 743 Serbian soldiers are buried there. 

 

 

Alongside the crosses bearing Serbian names stands the Muslim tombstone of Essad Pasha Toptani, the Albanian 

statesman who ensured the passage of the Serbian army through Albania during the First World War. 

(Photographs from the personal archives of Ljiljana Č. Blagojević). 
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Saint-Mandrier, near Toulon (83): 22 Serbian soldiers are buried there. 

 

 

Photographs from the personal archives of Ljiljana Č. Blagojević. 
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Mandelieu-la-Napoule, near Cannes (06): seven Serbian soldiers are buried there. 

 

 

Photographs from the personal archives of Ljiljana Č. Blagojević. 
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Monuments in France: the monument in Paris 

The monument to King Peter I and King Alexander I is a joint memorial located in Paris. It is primarily 

dedicated to King Alexander I Karađorđević, who was assassinated in 1934 in an attack carried out on 

French soil, but also to his father, King Peter I Karađorđević. The monument was inaugurated on 9 

October 1936, on the occasion of the second anniversary of the Marseille assassination. The monument 

was created by the French sculptor Maxime Real del Sarte. 

 

Inauguration of the monument on 9 October 1936, on the occasion of the second anniversary of the 

assassination of King Alexander I. Source: Gallica, National Library of France. 
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The equestrian statue of King Alexander I Karađorđević is flanked by the figures of his father, King 

Peter I, and Marshal Franchet d’Espèrey. The monument is located at Place de Colombie in Paris, on the 

edge of the Bois de Boulogne, in the 16th arrondissement. 

 

 

Source: http://paris1900.lartnouveau.com/paris16/places/place_de_colombie.htm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://paris1900.lartnouveau.com/paris16/places/place_de_colombie.htm
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Monuments in Marseille : 

 

1. Commemorative plaque in Marseille, at the site of the assassination of King Alexander I of 

Yugoslavia and the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, Louis Barthou. 

 

2. Monument in memory of King Alexander I of Yugoslavia and Louis Barthou, who were killed 

in the Marseille assassination of 1934. 

 

The project entitled “Peace and Work” 

was completed in 1938 and solemnly 

inaugurated in 1941. The monumental 

shield is supported by two pillars 

adorned with bas-reliefs, as well as by 

two large allegorical female figures 

representing France and Yugoslavia. In 

front stand four life-size female 

sculptures, arranged in two groups of 

two, holding portraits of the two 

victims. 

Authors: Maxime Réal del Sarte 

(sculptor), Antonio Sartorio (sculptor), 

Gaston Castel (sculptor), Louis 

Botinelly (sculptor), Élie-Jean Vézien 

(sculptor) 

Source: Monumemtum – Map of 

French Historical Monuments 
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As an extension of this wave, the interwar period saw a number of Serbs settle in France, where they 

found employment, while a significant number of students and artists came in order to broaden their 

knowledge and enrich their artistic inspiration. After the 1929 crisis in the United States, some Serbs 

returned from America to settle in France, while others left France to fight in the Spanish Civil War. 

 

Residence permit of Karan Paul (Karanović Pavle), dating from the 1920s. 

 

 

Pavle Karanović (Paul Karan), photographed with his family and workers in front of his woven leather shoe 

factory, located at 40 Avenue Émile Zola in the 15th arrondissement of Paris, in the 1920s. From the personal 

archives of Mrs. Vera Blagojević (Belgrade), granddaughter of Pavle Karanović. 
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Đorđe Marinković (Georges Marinkovitch or Georges Mariel), 

author of the song “Tamo daleko” 

 

Đorđe Marinković, known in France as Georges Marinkovitch, was 

a Serbian-born musician (he played the guitar, zither, old string 

instruments, and flute), composer, and guitar teacher. He was born 

in the Kingdom of Serbia on 19 September 1891, in Korbovo, near 

Kladovo. 
He served in the Serbian army during the First World War, first as a 

drummer and later as a zither player in the military orchestra. After 

the retreat of the Serbian army through Albania, the troops were 

stationed on the island of Corfu. It was there, in 1916, that he 

composed the famous patriotic song “Tamo daleko”, which became 

extremely popular among the soldiers on the Salonika Front and 

was translated into several languages. 

Its English title is “Faraway Over There”, its French title “Far 

Away, Far Away on Corfu” (Au loin, au loin sur Corfou), and in 

Slovak “Tam v diaľ”. The song became a kind of unofficial anthem 

of the Serbian people. 

After the war, he received a scholarship from King Peter I and 

settled in France in 1920, then in Paris in 1922, where he secured 

the copyright to his composition. 

He also recorded under the name Georges Mariel. He died in Paris 

in 1977. 

 

Sources :  

https://www.discogs.com/artist/2752971-Georges-Marinkovitch  

https://lat.rtrs.tv/program/tekst.php?id=2634  

https://www.politika.rs/scc/clanak/35510/Kladovcanin-autor-

pesme-Tamo-daleko 

 
 

Serbian painters and artists in France during the interwar period 

 

Sava Šumanović – fresco at La Coupole restaurant Paris      Ljubica-Cuca Sokić and Olga Kešeljović in Paris in 

1937. Exhibition at the Serbian Cultural Centre in Paris, 

January 2023. 

https://www.discogs.com/artist/2752971-Georges-Marinkovitch
https://lat.rtrs.tv/program/tekst.php?id=2634
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Nikolai Khokhlov – Letter to Olga Picasso, Belgrade, 24 March 1928. Fondation Almine et Bernard Ruiz-

Picasso pour l’Art. Letter from Nikolai Khokhlov to Olga concerning the delivery of a drawing by Picasso to 

Ella Hadžić, wife of the Serbian Minister of War, with the aim of facilitating a military promotion. 

 

Aleksandar Deroko - Letter to Olga Picasso. Belgrade, January 14th, 1928. Fondation Almine et Bernard Ruiz-

Picasso pour l’Art. 
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It is little known that around 3,500 Yugoslavs—mainly Serbs—took part in the French 

Resistance, and that 1,500 of them enlisted under the French flag as early as the 

announcement of the mobilization against Germany in 1940 (Laroche, 1965). 

 

Duško Popov, a discreet hero of the Second World War, and the Serbs engaged in the 

French Resistance 

Source: announcement published on 6 June 2019 on the Facebook page of the Embassy of France in 

Serbia.
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Nicole Čelebonović – with a pistol at her belt, she was photographed and nicknamed “the girl with the 

pistol” as she guided American troops through liberated Saint-Tropez. 
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The third wave consisted of political refugees who arrived immediately after the Second World 

War: former prisoners of war who had been released, as well as individuals fleeing the new 

political regime established in Yugoslavia. 

 

The political émigré newspaper Naša reč 
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The fourth wave corresponds to the economic diaspora that arrived in the 1960s, following 

Yugoslavia’s turn toward a market economy and the “export” of low-skilled labour. Although 

this wave consisted predominantly of low-skilled workers, it also included, from the 1960s 

onward, a smaller number of intellectuals—architects, painters, and other creative 

professionals. In the 1970s, the French labour market closed to low-skilled labour and, more 

broadly, to new arrivals. Yet, thanks above all to networks of compatriots, Yugoslav nationals—

mainly Serbs—continued to find ways to come to and remain in France. 

 

Excerpt from a video recording of a cultural gathering 

 

 

The diaspora in the 1970s: gathering around traditional dishes and folk dances (source: private 

archives / documentation of Radoslav Blagojević). 
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Contemporary painters of Serbian origin in France 

 

Above: work by Ljuba Popović in the permanent collection of the Centre Pompidou in Paris.     

Source: https://www.centrepompidou.fr/fr/ressources/oeuvre/cxAbrn9 

 

 

Tribute exhibition to Vladimir Veličković, held from 8 July to 24 September 2023 at the Académie 

des Beaux-Arts in Paris, of which he was a member from 2005 to 2019. 

https://www.centrepompidou.fr/fr/ressources/oeuvre/cxAbrn9
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The architect Toma Garevski with the painters Kosa Bokšan and Petar Omčikus 

(Source : https://cordmagazine.com/my-life/tomislav-toma-garevski-architect-from-cubura-to-paris-

and-international-success/) 

 

 

 

Peinter Miloš Šobajić 

(Source : https://www.artmagazin.info/index.php/vesti/beograd/in-memoriam-milos-sobajic-1945-

2021-pravi-umetnik-je-buntovnik) 

https://cordmagazine.com/my-life/tomislav-toma-garevski-architect-from-cubura-to-paris-and-international-success/
https://cordmagazine.com/my-life/tomislav-toma-garevski-architect-from-cubura-to-paris-and-international-success/
https://www.artmagazin.info/index.php/vesti/beograd/in-memoriam-milos-sobajic-1945-2021-pravi-umetnik-je-buntovnik
https://www.artmagazin.info/index.php/vesti/beograd/in-memoriam-milos-sobajic-1945-2021-pravi-umetnik-je-buntovnik
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The immigrants’ initial intention to return to their homeland after a few years gradually turned 

into a permanent prolongation of their stay in France. In an interview, the painter Vladimir 

Veličković described his own situation as a “prolonged temporary stay”, a phrase that can be 

applied to a large part of the Serbian diaspora in France. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The fifth wave is linked to the new conflicts that erupted in the Yugoslav region during the 

1990s. On the one hand, it led to the arrival of refugees—albeit in smaller numbers than in 

Germany—as well as individuals seeking shelter from the war; on the other hand, it forced 

those who had already come to France for a fixed and relatively short period to find ways of 

extending their stay. 

For Serbs, both in their country of origin and among those living abroad in Western countries, 

this period was one of the most difficult in recent history. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/94uaaASlMtc?feature=oembed
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Letter published in the daily newspaper Le Figaro, “Letters to the Editor” section, 1996. 

(Personal archives of Lj. Č. Blagojević) 

 

 

Serbia 

For the past five years, you have been told and repeatedly reminded: Serbs are bad. 

Yet the demonstrators in Belgrade, though they are Serbs, are suddenly described as sympathetic. 

But Serbs are not supposed to be likeable, since for five years you have been told otherwise. 

Thus, in the uniform voice of the media, Serbian demonstrators are turned into simply “Belgraders.” 

A “Belgrader” may be likeable. A Serb may not. 

Philippe Beny, 60870 Villiers-Saint-Paul 

(Translated by Ljiljana Č. Blagojević) 
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Louis Dalmas (1920–2014), a descendant of the famous French Polignac family and a fervent defender of the 

Serbs, founded the journal B.I. (formerly Balkans Info) in 1996 and remained its editor-in-chief until his death. 

He signed the petition Europeans Want Peace against the bombing of Serbia in 1999. His wife, Ivanka Mikić, 

was the daughter of Sava Mikić, one of the pioneers of Serbian aviation during the 1914–1918 war, after having 

trained as a student pilot at the aviation school in Chartres. He belonged to those who would today be described 

as aviation “aces.” He was awarded the French Legion of Honour by the mayor of Bordeaux for his heroism on 

the Salonika Front. 

(Source : https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis_Dalmas) 

 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis_Dalmas
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The sixth wave began in the 2000s, particularly with the liberalization of the visa regime for 

Serbian nationals and the signing, in 2009, of an agreement concerning the education of Serbian 

students in France. With the new millennium, the negative image of Serbs shaped during the 

1990s gradually began to fade, notably thanks to young talented individuals who started to gain 

visibility in the media sphere. 

 

Serbia on a silver platter – Ivanović, Janković… 

 

Source : Quotidien Roland Garros, 2007.  
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Nemanja Radulović, violinist   Novak Đoković, tennis player 

 

 

This wave brought a young and highly qualified population of migrants, who came to France 

primarily to pursue higher education. Among these students, some remain only for the duration 

of their studies before returning to their country of origin or moving on to another destination, 

while a significant number choose to settle permanently in France. 

This new urban student population—more modern and more highly educated, having grown up 

in the country of origin during and after the wars of the 1990s—often maintains a certain 

distance not only from the country of origin, but also from the Serbian community already 

established in France. 

Those born in France who have successfully completed their educational and professional 

trajectories are generally well integrated into French society, while at the same time 

“reactivating” their Serbian background during family gatherings and through visits to relatives 

and friends in their country of origin. 

All of these young people have undergone a complex process of identity formation: some 

passed through phases of denying their origins, driven by the desire to merge completely into 

the majority society; others, by contrast, experienced forms of heightened affirmation of their 

Serbian identity. Many also went through a sense of instability and non-belonging—the feeling 

of being “neither from here nor from there”—before ultimately coming to accept their dual 

belonging as a distinctive feature and a positive resource, in a context shaped by contemporary 

trends toward mobility and individualization. 

Each successive generation thus undergoes a complex process of individuation, confrontation, 

and recomposition of the identity model inherited from the family, in interaction with elements 

of the host society’s model, until the emergence of a hybrid migrant identity that becomes its 

new habitus. 
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Serbian church and school in Paris 

 

 

The solemn Christmas liturgy at Saint Sava Church in Paris. 

Source :http://paris.mfa.gov.rs/lat/news.php 
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Serbian school at Saint Sava Church in Paris, April 2023. Personal archives of Lj. Č. Blagojević, with 

the kind permission of Ms. Ljubica Burgić, teacher.
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The Serbian language as a subject in the French baccalaureate
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Celebration of Saint Sava Day, the school feast of Serbian schools – Serbian school at Saint Sava 

Church in Paris, February 2026.

 

 

Personal archives of Lj. Č. Blagojević. 
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Selection of literary works by Serbian authors in French
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