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When Zoltán Kodály died in 1967 he was a national figure in his native Hungary, 
admired far beyond musical circles as well as in other countries. His work in 
Hungary succeeded in creating a depth of musical culture based on the rich heritage 
of indigenous folk-music, previously little-known and mainly ignored, while his 
educational work for the young over more than 40 years found practical application 
in publications of singing and reading exercises derived from folk-music; these became 
known as the ‘Kodály method’ and were disseminated throughout the musical world.

Kodály once declared to his fellow-composer Béla Bartók: “To become 
international one must first be national, and to be national one must be of the 
people.” The scholarly research he undertook jointly with Bartók in the early years of 
the century laid the foundation of a specifically Hungarian musical tradition. It also 
influenced the character of Kodály’s own music, including the works recorded here.

A poem about the Hungarian folk-hero Háry János was already well-known when 
Kodály set a dramatic text on the same subject as a kind of ballad-opera, the songs 
linked by spoken dialogue. It had a resounding success when it was first staged at 
Budapest in 1926 and, a year later, the composer made an orchestral suite from it 
which remained ever since amongst his most popular works.

Háry János is one of those legendary old soldier-peasants much given to fanciful 
exaggerations about his past travels and exploits, and there is no way of knowing how 
much is romantic invention and how much might just possibly be true. So Kodály 
takes the precaution of beginning his Prelude with a gigantic orchestral sneeze.

A ‘Once upon a time’ quality is then evoked, with a typical Magyar melody 
growing to an impassioned climax. Háry János recalls his adventures, beginning with 
the mechanical displays of the Palace clock in Vienna suggestively illustrating in the 
orchestra. His romance with a girl-friend, ilka, is remembered in the nostalgic Song 
on solo viola, with gypsy-style flourishes from woodwind and cimbalom (horizontal 
strings struck with leather-headed hammers).

Háry would next have us known that he fought furiously against the French 
(grotesque martial phrases) and captured Napoleon single-handed (Bonaparte’s 
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mortification expressed on solo saxophone). The cimlabom returns to embellish a 
traditional courtship dance in the Intermezzo, the melody of which dates from about 
1800. Finally, the hero is welcomed amid great pomp and festive splendour at the 
Imperial Court in Vienna, after which he can only return to his home village and his 
credulous listeners.

The other two works on this first disc were composed as particular anniversary 
commissions, the Dances of Galánta in 1933 for the 80th anniversary of the Budapest 
Philharmonic Society. Kodály looked back to his earliest childhood memories and 
the gypsy band he heard at Galánta, when his father became station-master at this 
onetime market-town on the main line from Prague and Bratislava to Budapest. The 
Galánta band had been famous beyond the locality for more than a century; some of 
their dancers were collected into a published volume in Vienna (1804) from which 
Kodály chose his theme.

He fashioned them into a kind of Hungarian Rhapsody of is own, beginning with 
a slow introduction and travelling through five linked dances which become steadily 
quicker. During the introduction an expressive cello theme is elaborated by other 
orchestral instruments, until a clarinet takes a cadenza passage into a lamenting theme 
for the first dance (Andante maestoso), followed by a rhythmically pointed flute tune 
for the second (Allegro moderato).

The first dance is recalled, after which an oboe begins the third (Allegro con moto 
grazioso). Syncopated rhythms characterise the fourth, which reaches an almost 
rowdy climax before being suddenly cut off. A new tune comes in on the clarinet, 
and is continued until flutes and violins start the fifth and last dance (Allegro vivace) 
which, with some reference back to earlier ideas, builds to a rousing ending.

A commission for the 50th anniversary of what is now the Royal Concertgebouw 
Orchestra in Amsterdam in 1939 brought about the ‘Peacock’ Variations. The 
Variations on a Hungarian Folksong take a theme noted down from another 
collector’s recording of the short, one-stanza song, ‘Leszállott a páva’ (Fly, peacock, 

fly). It belongs to the oldest, oriental style of Hungarian folk-music and has a 
characteristic tune-structure whereby the first two lines are repeated a fifth lower for 
the last two. The theme’s oriental flavour comes from notes of the pentatonic scale 
(the black keys on a piano); it is used with no reference to the words of the song but 
as the basis for brilliance of orchestral effect in an introduction, 16 variations and 
finale, played without a break.

An extended introduction brings hints of the theme on various instruments before 
it is played in full by the oboe. The first six variations elaborate on the theme mainly 
among the strings, leading to a coda for woodwind and horns. Then a change of key 
brings two livelier variations like Magyar dances, which are followed by rippling 
embellishment on clarinets and flutes. Woodwind with pizzicato strings are next 
featured, leading to a more solemn dialogue of cor anglais and oboe with a further 
key-change.

At Variation 12 an impassioned Adagio continues into a Marcia funèbre, a 
variation with a florid cadenza for flutes played in a free peasant style, another 
Magyar dance and a summing-up on the full orchestra. But Kodály has not yet 
finished with his ideas, and a three-part finale (Vivace – Andante cantabile – Allegro) 
archieves a brilliant apotheosis of the folk-style.
© Noël Goodwin 



Tracks 9-11
Psalmus hungaricus
Three composers, Bela Bartók, Ernst von Dohnányi and Zoltán Kodály, were 
commissioned to write festive pieces for the 50th anniversary of the unification of 
Pest, Buda and Óbuda into Budapest. Kodály’s Psalmus hungaricus, Dohnányi’s 
Festive overture and Bartók’s Dance Suite received a joint world first performance at 
the Vigadó concert hall in Pest on November 19, 1923.

“Kodály’s latest work featured under the title ‘Psalm 55’” Aladár Tóth wrote in the 
December 20 1923 issues of the literary journal Nyugat. “The name has subsequently 
been changed. The title page of the score to be published by Universal Edition will 
read ‘Psalmus Hungaricus’ - Hungarian Psalm. The Hungarian psalm.”

There is no need to explain at length why Kodály chose the psalm in which the 
“psalmist complains of his troubles, but comforts himself in God.” Viewed in terms 
of Hungarian 16th century music and literature Psalmus emerges as a tremendous 
verse-chronicle. The Hungarian version of the psalm has a loose structure, and the 
poet-preacher, Mihály Vég of Kecskemét chose a metre which has been a favourite 
with the great Renaissance figures Sebestyén Tinódi, the Lutenist and Bálint Balassi.

Kodály was truly familiar with 16th and 17th century Hungarian arts. Recognizing 
that only isolated fragments of this early music had survived, he set out to, as it were, 
fill in the blanks. Bartók saw folksong as a natural phenomenon, Kodály discerned 
history in it. His folksong arrangements and Singspiele conjured up dreams of a 
culture that never was and the atmosphere of bygone ages. The same can be said of 
Psalmus, although here as elsewhere, the work is not concerned solely with the past. 
Just as the message of the psalm seemed timely to the 16th century poet (and to the 
Hungarians of his day), so it gained an added validity in the eyest of Kodály, the 20th 
century composer, and for his contemporaries and succeeding generations.

Psalmus hungaricus has a rondo form with six interludes. After an orchestral 
prelude which conjures up a historical atmosphere, the first tenor solo is preceded 
by the chorus, singing a soft ritornello of the community. This soft choral singing 

provides a framework for the whole work. The ritornello appears during the soloist’s 
complaint, in the orchestral accompaniment to the lamentation motif, and as a 
preparation for the climax. The compassion of the crowd (the vocalised lamentation 
motif sung by the choir) is a consolation to the solitary poet. His complaints 
reach their first culmination with a masterful piece of intensification (“Smite them 
with destruction”, the soloist sings.) So far the poet has been alone, but now the 
people identify themselves with him emotionally (the vocalised choral parts recall 
the orchestral introduction) and then join in with him. The plaint gives way to 
supplication, and parlando turns into giusto. The lyrical section, in which Kodály 
assigns a major characterising role to the harp, an instrument he rarely employed, 
resembles a tenor aria within the movement.

After this lyrical section, the active, closing section comes as a great contrast, 
bringing a note of confidence that completes the bridge between faith and conviction. 
The second climax (“Thou will raise him”) points towards a goal for which it is 
worth fighting. But this is still only a dream, as the ritornello shows by bringing us 
back to reality.

The symbolism of the keys in Psalmus has been pointed out by Ernő Lendvai: 
“The complementary relationship in the case of Psalmus hungaricus also provides 
the contentual key to the work. The basic tonality of A minor denotes throughout 
the sphere of weeping, supplication, despair and cursing. The unfolding of the plot, 
on the other hand, becomes identified with the auxiliary keys of D flat major and 
C sharp major. It is left to D flat major to lift the weight of the curse: ‘I cas my 
buden always on the Lord’, while C sharp major becomes the key of uplifting and 
apotheosis: ‘Thou will raise him on high’.”



Dances of Galánta
As in 1923, for the 50th anniversary of the unification of Budapest, Bartók, Kodály 
and Dohnányi each composed a work in 1933 for the 80th anniversary of the 
founding of the Budapest Philharmonic Society Orchestra. Kodaly’s contribution was 
the Dances of Galanta. It is as if he wanted to continue the tone of Bartók’s Dance 
Suite. In the preface to the first edition of the score, Kodaly recalls how he “passed 
the finest seven years of his childhood” in Galánta, a small market town in Northern 
Hungary (now in Slovakia). He also recalled his childhood memories of a famous 
Gypsy band there, one similar to a band active in the town around the year 1800, as 
Hungarian dances published in the early 19th century bear out.

First performed on October 23 1933, the work is a rondo, but its formal plan 
differs from the Dances of Marosszék in employing unusual proportions. The 
introduction is followed by a rondo with two episodes, and ends with a lengthy coda 
that itself shows traces of the rondo form. The principal melodies of all the sections 
apart from the slow introduction are derived from verbunkos (recruiting) music, and 
so display the composing technique of Kodály as one who conjures up the past. The 
once-upon-a-time atmosphere of the beginning is followed by a past as dreamed up 
by the composer, with tunes that suggest an origin in vocal folk music. At the same 
time, the orchestral sound has a latticed character reminiscent of chamber music, and 
provides all the performers with expressly instrument-oriented turns. Some of these 
require great instrumental skills.

The Dances of Galánta mark a rare moment in Kodály’s work, where the 
composer, so committed to the past and to traditions, while concerned for the present 
and the future, offers serene, entrancing music that delights in a variety of tones and 
moods rather than conveying the depth of tensions.
© Katalin Fittler

Dances of Marosszék
Kodály wrote two works with this title: a piano piece and an orchestral composition. 
The piece for piano was performed first, although scholars have not yet reached 
a final conclusion on the order in which the two versions were composed. The 
orchestral version was first performed three years later.

As with several of Kodály’s Works (including the Háry János Suite), most scholars 
do not keep on  record the first public performance. The orchestral version was first 
performed on November 28th 1930 at the Dresden Opera House, by the ‘Sächsiche 
Staatskapelle under Fritz Busch, and two days later by the Budapest Philharmonic 
Orchestra under Ernst von Dohnányi. But The most memorable was probably the 
third performance, on December 11, when the New York Philharmonic Orchestra 
was conducted by Toscanini.

Kodaly formulated his intentions of conjuring up and indeed re-creating the past 
in this popular production in a preface he wrote to the score: “The Hungarian dances 
presented to the world by Brahms strike the tone of urban Hungary in the 1860s, and 
are mainly by the composers of the time. The Dances of Marosszék are rooted in an 
earlier period: they conjure up an image of a Fairyland of the past.” Indeed some of 
the folk melodies in the work are not from his collections in the Marosszék area at all 
and can only be ascribed to the region in terms of their genre and the type of dance.

In its form, the work is a taut rondo with three episodes and a coda. Variation is 
a major method which is not alien to the nature of folk music. But the main change 
from time to time is in the accompaniment and the harmonies of the principal 
material. The relations of modal chords are assigned a greater role alongside the 
customary sequence of a diatonic function. The first of the rondo intervals has a 
dance-tune origin, the second recalls folk flute-playing, and the third, with its organ 
points and fifth mixtures, is reminiscent of the sound of a bagpipe. Recurring, rubato-
type melodies suggest a vocal origin.


