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Searching for roots
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n 1859, Franz Liszt published a book about gypsy music, entitled “Des
Bohémiens et de leur musique”, in association with Princess Caroline
von Sayn-Wittgenstein. In this book (translated into German in 1861 by
Peter Cornelius), the authors contend that Hungary cannot claim any
authentic folk music of its own, and that the roots of the country’s folklore tradition lie in gypsy music. “The Magyars adopted the gypsies as
their national musicians,” Liszt wrote, “They completely identified with
the proud, belligerent enthusiasm, with the deep pain issuing from
these sounds, that engulfed them with such intensity.” It goes without
saying that this incorrect postulation did not go down well with many
Hungarians. After all, the travelling gypsies were not held in high esteem.
But Liszt was apparently single-minded in his efforts to create a national style of music in Hungary based on folk roots. To this
end, he listened to gypsy violinists, including the legendary János
Bihari. Bihari was an important interpreter of the so-called verbunkos, a genre of dance music that takes its name from the German
verb “werben” (= to recruit). This music was always played during
the enlistment of new recruits for the army. The verbunkos style
was to become the main principle on which Liszt based his music.
The composer adapted various elements of the gypsy music to his own
works. A typical characteristic of many of the Hungarian Rhapsodies, for
example, is the contrast between a slow first movement (lassú) followed
by a faster friska or friss. In 1887, Liszt’s biographer, Janka Wohl describes
her impression of the Hungarian Rhapsodies: “The very first notes, earnest and pompous, majestic and slow, remind one of the beginning
of a polonaise, when both dancers hold hands and express their sadness, as it were, by a rocking movement. Gradually, they surrender to
the more sharply accented movements of the lassú [...] Then the rhythm
becomes increasingly lively; it is abrupt, brusque, yet at times restrained,
but always well-stocked with exciting melodies. Thereafter, exuberance
prevails; the dancing couples are seized by a contagious fervour and
verve, alternately searching for and turning to flee from one another;
clinging to, then subsequently rejecting one another. They enter into
an intoxicating daze and are feverishly swept away by the blazing whirlwind of catchy, yet ever more melancholy music. The scene culminates
in a wild cry, a paroxysm of anger and joy, escaping from the lips of the
dancer, be he prince or peasant, a sharp tone, full of passion and excitement, which affects the crowd like the sound of a clarion call [... ] Ah!
How Liszt threw back his lion’s mane, how his face shone at such sublime
inspiration, of which we all felt the irresistible power!”.
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iszt also exerted a major influence on the younger generation of
composers. Thus, his style of music – alongside that of Brahms,
D ohnányi and Wagner
– was a determining factor in the direction taken
by the young Béla Bartók.
However, contrary to the

claims made by Liszt, Bartók
had never believed that
authentic Hungarian folk
music was based on gypsy,
and decided to carry out
his own research. In 1904,
he wrote his first song – a
folk song from the Gömör
district – and in subsequent
years, he undertook a serious study of authentic folk
music, together with his
friend, Zoltán Kodály. Armed
with sheets of music paper and a phonograph that worked with wax
cylinders, the two of them travelled to the tiniest villages in the country
in order to record the songs of the peasants. The result of these journeys
– the first fieldwork carried out in the area of ethnomusicology – was a
huge collection of no less than 16.000 recordings of not only Hungarian,
but also Romanian and Slovak folk melodies. Furthermore, Kodály, who
was also an eminent musicologist, wrote a dissertation on the strophic
structure of Hungarian folk songs. Often, Kodály based his own music on
Hungarian themes, mainly employing original folk melodies and rhythms
as a kind of couleur locale, embedded in a predominantly Western idiom.
The Dances from Galánta form a special case – even within Kodály’s
own oeuvre – as they are based on gypsy melodies published in Vienna
back in the days of Haydn and Beethoven. In a foreword, the composer
wrote as follows: “Galánta is a small Hungarian market town on the old
railway line between Vienna and Budapest, where I spent seven years
of my childhood. At that time there was a famous, but since forgotten
gypsy orchestra, which impressed me as a child, as it was my first experience of the ‘orchestral sound’. The ancestors of every gypsy had already
been famous a hundred years before. In about 1800, some volumes of
Hungarian dances had appeared in Vienna, among which was one ‘from
several gypsies in Galánta’. They were handing down an old folk tradition.
The main motives of this work are taken from each of these volumes.” In a

way, these dances form a direct link to Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies; and
also in the choice of form – a combination of the classical rondo form and
the two-part structure of Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies – Kodály remains

of both earlier and contemporary Western art music (for the technique
of composition); and second, by this newly discovered musical rural
material of incomparable beauty and perfection (this, for the spirit of

faithful to his predecessor.
October 16, 1926 saw the première of the “Singspiel” Háry János,
with music by Zoltán Kodály. Based on a humorous poem by János Garay,
this comedy tells the story of Háry János, who served as a simple soldier
in the Imperial Austrian army around 1800. Háry János enjoyed boasting
about his heroic exploits: how he had captured Napoleon, had refused
the hand of the Emperor’s daughter in order to return with his beloved
farm-girl to the countryside, and so on. In other words, he was a kind
of Hungarian Baron von Münchhausen, although Kodály attempted to
paint a much more sympathetic portrait of him: “He does not lie. He
simply tells fairy tales. He is a poet. No one has seen anything of which
he tells, but nevertheless he has experienced it as if it were real, even
more so than reality itself.” The suite extracted from the incidental music
by Kodály in 1927 became an immediate and resounding success. But in
this work too, Kodaly used Hungarian elements, such as the cimbalom
(= dulcimer), especially in order to evoke a mood. Even the well-known
“Intermezzo” sounds more Hungarian than Hungarian, and is written
more in the tradition of Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies than in the ‘real’
folk-music tradition.

our works to be created). Scores of aspects could be distinguished and
quoted by which this [peasant music] material exerted its influence on
us: for instance, tonal influence, melodic influence, rhythmic influence,
and even structural influence.”.
However, this was not yet the case in 1907, when Bartók, who was
madly in love with the young violinist Stefi Geyer, began writing her a
violin concerto. “This is your leitmotif,” the composer wrote to her, and
scribbled down an arpeggiated major seventh. However, his passion
had already cooled by the time he finished the concerto one year later,
and neither Bartók nor Geyer ever attempted to perform or publish the
concerto. In 1911, the composer used the entire first part of his violin
concerto, entitled Une idéale, as the first of his two portraits. He contrasted this with a fast second work, entitled Une grotesque, taken from
his Fourteen Bagatelles, Op. 6 (1908), in which the same leitmotif is transformed into a vulgar waltz.
After his Violin Concerto No. 1, Bartók wrote nothing more for violin
and orchestra until 1928, when he composed his Two Rhapsodies for
Violin and Piano/Orchestra. Both works were written for the two greatest
Hungarian violin virtuosos of the day: Joseph Szigeti and Zoltán Székely.
No wonder they make high demands of the performers. Bartók’s objective was to combine the style of the village fiddler in Eastern Europe
with that of the performing concert artist in the West. To this end, the
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éla Bartók was to take a very different path. In his case, the folk
material he had collected became the nucleus of a new musical

idiom. “The study of peasant music,” he wrote, “was crucial for me, as it
provided the perfect opportunity to escape from the dominance of the
major and minor scale system. For the largest and most valuable part of
this wealth of tunes consists of the old church modes and the ancient
Greek – and even more primitive – scales (especially the pentatonic);
and these melodies also exhibit highly diverse and free rhythms and
changes in time.” By basing his music on the ancient modes and the
pentatonic scale, Bartók was able to ‘liberate’ the fourth and fifth intervals
from their conventional harmonic context. In particular, the augmented
fourth – the so-called ‘Diabolus in musica’ – appears regularly in folk
music, and was to become the starting point for Bartók’s harmonic language. In his rhythms, Bartók further developed the two poles already
employed by Liszt: on the one hand, the free melodic recitative; and
on the other, the duple (= two-part) or, by contrast, markedly complex
and irregular rhythms of dance music. In a lecture given in the United
States towards the end of his life, he said: “The start for the creation of
the new Hungarian art music was given first by a thorough knowledge

composer insisted that even Joseph Szigeti listen to original folk violin
recordings before studying
the rhapsody. Both works
keep to the structure of
the lassú, followed by a
more rapid friss, just as Liszt
had done in his Hungarian
Rhapsodies. Thus, the music
is indebted to the verbunkos style. When Bartók first
began his research into the
authentic Hungarian folk
music, he had dismissed this
style; however, towards the
end of the 1920’s, he realized its charm and began
processing various verbunkos elements in his own

music. The musical material in both works stems mainly from Romania,
but in the slow part of the first rhapsody, a Hungarian melody also
appears, known as the Lamento of Árvátfalva. This is an original melody

material, Ligeti had used the typical harmonisations of the folk-music
groups such as he knew them: “...often full of dissonances... and ...against
the grain...”. In the fourth movement, for example, an F sharp appears in

from Transylvania, which was recorded by Béla Vikár and transcribed by
Bartók. He based the orchestration on the style of the village bands he
had heard while carrying out his fieldwork before the First World War. In
the orchestral version of the Rhapsody No. 1, he even used a cimbalom.
Incidentally, the composition of these works was not easy. In particular,
the composer had problems with the ending of both rhapsodies. Thus,
he included an alternative version of the end in the score of the first
rhapsody, offering violinists a choice.

the context of the F major tonality, which was sufficient reason for the
authorities to outlaw the work. Thus, it was not performed until much
later, and in fact the first recording of the work did not take place until
2001.
Ronald Vermeulen
English translation: Fiona J. Stroker-Gale
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n the Concert Românesc by György Ligeti one can also hear
Romanian folk music, the contrasting of the lassú and the friss, and
the style of village bands.
Ligeti grew up in the
Hungarian-speaking part
of Transylvania, and soon
came across both the folk
music and its corresponding instruments, such as
the Alpine horn, violin
and bagpipes. Itinerant
musicians would drop
by on holidays such as
New Year, at times mas-
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querading as devils: “The
tradition of shamanistic
magic was still very much
alive among Romanian
shepherds and, in
Transylvania, woodland
spirits were portrayed in
exactly the same way as, for instance, in West Africa.”
Not until much later, in 1949, did Ligeti learn how to transcribe the
folk-music recordings made on wax cylinders at the Folklore Institute
in Bucharest. Many of these melodies stuck in his mind, and in 1951, he
incorporated them in his Concert Românesc. As “authentic folk music”
was prohibited under the Stalinist regime, and was allowed a hearing
only in a domesticated form – based on the major and minor scales – the
work could not be performed in public. For in his adaptation of the folk

Hamburg.
He is also a passionate opera conductor conducting in major houses
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