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PROLOGUE

The first táncház in Budapest was held on May 6, 1972. It began as a private event for insiders, but within a year, it was swarming with urban youth. Thus began a grassroots revolution of dance, culture, and lifestyle, organized without political aims, which is referred to today as the táncház movement. And still, the táncház keeps attracting hundreds of thousands worldwide from Toronto to Tokyo.

The expression táncház  literally: dance house  comes from Szék (Sic), a small Hungarian village in Transylvania, referring to their regular dance nights, and an opportunity for having fun, socializing, and dancing. And it soon became apparent that this rural folk tradition could also work in a contemporary urban environment.

This book is the first comprehensive account of the history of Hungarian folk and world music. It is factual, yet easy to read. It sets out to present the social, cultural, and musical ingredients of folk music. It aims to analyse its trends, show the development of different styles, and introduce the key artists and evaluate their contribution to the genre.

The two pioneering figures were Ferenc Sebő and Béla Halmos, but Hungarian folk music was popularized internationally mainly by the Muzsikás ensemble. Muzsikás have taken this music to the stages of the Queen Elisabeth Hall in London and Carnegie Hall in New York. Countless bands have subsequently followed in their footsteps: groups like Téka, Méta, Kalamajka, Ökrös, the Buda Folk Band and Tatros. Ethnic musicians living in Hungary also reinterpreted their folk music heritage: Sirtos, Vuj icsics, Zsarátnok, and Söndörgő. Village musicians playing authentic peasant music also became part of the Hungarian folk and world music scene.

Then there were those who reworked the tunes into art music, fusing them with contemporary jazz and rock elements. Of these Hungarian bands, Vízöntő was popular in Italy; Kolinda enjoyed great success in France and the Netherlands; Makám experimented with contemporary art music; and Barbaro became the leading Hungarian folk-rock band. Meanwhile, Mihály Dresch and his fellow musicians blended Hungarian folk music with the African-American roots of jazz.

Over the years charismatic soloists have emerged, such as Márta Sebestyén, Irén Lovász, Kati Szvorák, Bea Palya, Ági Herczku, and Ági Szalóki. Beside Hungarian and Balkan music, Gypsy folk music also became a dominant style thanks to artists such as Kalyi Jag, Ando Drom, Romano Drom, and Kálmán Balogh. The Hungarian world music scene formed around the mid-1990s. It shared close ties with folk music and produced internationally acclaimed artists such as Besh o Drom, Félix Lajkó, and Mitsoura.

Every tradition is worth only as much as it is used. Let us not only duly revere and carefully imitate what has passed and gone; let us reinterpret it using the tempo, temperament, and aesthetics of our age.

And this is why I decided to write about the fortyyear story of the táncház. To tell a wider audience how a once small insider event now attracts hundreds of thousands worldwide. How new generations are discovering it and how few of them leave it behind. How alive it is, even though its repeatedly been declared backward and old-fashioned by some. And its not just alive; its a great Hungarian export. In fact, táncház has been recognised worldwide as the Hungarian model for perpetuating intangible cultural heritage.


PRECURSORS
AND PREDECESSORS

Peasant music can only have a truly intense effect on someone if the music is heard on the spot among the peasant community. To put it another way: I dont think its enough to study peasant music locked up in museums. The most important thing is to transfer the unspeakable essence of folk music into art music in order to infuse it with the atmosphere of peasant musician-ship. Its not enough to introduce the motifs of peasant music, real or fake, into art music. This would only give us a pretentious facade.

Béla Bartók, 1931


The táncház movement that sprung up in the early 1970s obviously had its own precursors and predecessors. Whats more, this historical and scientific foundation was so substantial that Ferenc Sebő and the others could build on it with confidence.

From the beginning of the 20th century, intellectual efforts were increasing to bring Hungarian tradition and folk culture into the mainstream. This enabled the unique and pioneering work of Béla Bartók, Zoltán Kodály and, later, László Lajtha, all of whom followed the footsteps of Béla Vikár. When György Martin and his group emerged in the 1950s and 60s, they brought a fresh approach to the fledging Hungarian folk dance research. As a by-product, the research and scientific study of Hungarian instrumental folk music began to reach the level of the folk song research.

Never before had this field seen such a concentration of intellectual vitality as in the late 1960s and early 70s. Without any political aims (but still searching for a national identity), with the appearance of Ferenc Sebő & Béla Halmos and Sándor Timár, a grassroots revolution of dance, culture, and lifestyle began which today is referred to as the táncház movement.

IF EUROPE WANTS TO KNOW ITS PAST, IT HAS TO TURN TO US

There are many reasons why folk music had such an impact on Hungarian classical music, and notably in the work of composers such as Béla Bartók, Zoltán Kodály, and László Lajtha. It was mainly because in the area where they were living and working, folk music was still very present. The German-speaking lands, with their emerging industry and middle class, saw a transition from folk culture to popular urban culture which was gradually losing its national character. But Hungary, then part of the Habsburg empire, only started to truly discover its folk traditions in the second half of the 19th century. Therefore, certain cultural layers  long gone from daily life in the western part of the continent  persisted till the beginning of the 20th century in Hungary, and till even later in Transylvania.

If Europe wants to know its past, it has to turn to us  this is how Ferenc Sebő explained the same idea around the year 2000. Because  he added  we still have at least the fragments of this ancient culture. In their unfashionable way, servants have held on to pieces of a culture which used to be universal in the Carpathian Basin, and was once used by all ethnicities. This is the same language on which the whole Western civilization was built. The primary informants who could teach us their way of singing, violin playing, and dancing were alive in the 1970s. I saw how my Scandinavian friends who came backpacking to Transylvania and the undeveloped parts of Hungary were amazed to see and hear them. They undoubtedly had the same violin playing style in Sweden a long time ago, but nobody knows how to do it anymore.


Dancing peasants of Méra in the 1940s
(PHOTO BY BODOR FERENC HAGYATÉKA  SELYEMGOMBOLYÍTÓ)
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This is how Bartók, Kodály, and Lajtha  looking for their cultural roots  found and marvelled at the folk songs and tunes preserved by peasants and village musicians in the beginning of the 20th century, and started collecting them in 1905.

THE FIRST PHONOGRAPHIC COLLECTIONS

Systematized folk music collection in Hungary was started in 1896 by ethnographer and linguist Béla Víkár (18591945), who was the first European to establish the basic scientific methods for research. During field work, his ability to do shorthand enabled him write at the speed of normal speech. (This was crucial in the early days of ethnography before the advent of recording machines allowed authentic and accurate transcripts.) He was also among the first to push for recording the music alongside the lyrics. For the first time in Europe, he used the most advanced technology available to record the tunes: the phonograph.

In academic musical circles, Vikar was attacked for his musical illiteracy. Going against the romantic notions of the time, he did not seek idealized versions of the songs. Instead, he wanted to document the actual performance that was typical of the locality. Unlike other researchers, he tried to stay true to the tune and the lyrics, documenting, analyzing, and methodizing as much information as possible. Only after completing these steps could the tunes (now categorized into types and subtypes) be adapted, standardized, and idealized.

Béla Vikárs cylinders, containing a rich variety of tune types, brought international acclaim for Hungarian folk music research as early as the Paris World Expo in 1900. His collectors mindset, scientific approach, and comparison-based methodology defined the attitude of the young Béla Bartók, Zoltán Kodály, and László Lajtha, 10 years their junior, in transcribing their phonograph recordings. From the very beginning, their work established Hungarian folk music research as a front runner internationally, and this excellence remains today.

LAYING THE GROUNDWORK
OF FOLK MUSIC RESEARCH

Béla Bartók (18811945) and Zoltán Kodály (18821967) followed Béla Vikárs footsteps. But they took their forerunners ideas and knowledge to a new height. They laid the groundwork for Hungarian folk song and folk music research with an impact thats lasted till today. In the following decades, they collected tens of thousands of tunes in Hungary and neighboring territories. But their work was not limited to collection. They categorized, researched, and systematized their material. They revealed the unique characteristics of Hungarian folk songs, and created a classification system that is still in use today. In 1924, Bartók wrote the first scientific summary of folk music with almost 400 musical examples (The Hungarian Folk Song, 1924), while Kodály summarized the historical evolution of Hungarian folk music and its connections with the music of their distant Asian ancestors in his study, The Hungarian Folk Music, published in 1937.

Why were they so influenced by folk music in their music? In 1918 Bartók reflected on this question in his autobiographic journal as follows: The idea was to create something specifically Hungarian in music, too. I was seized by this notion, and directed my attention to studying Hungarian folk music, or at least what was considered Hungarian folk music at the time… I soon realized that the Hungarian tunes mistaken for folk songs were in fact composed by well-to-do songwriters, and they held little interest. So in 1905 I began to look for original Hungarian peasant music which was completely unknown back then. To accomplish this, I was lucky to find such a great fellow musician and colleague, Zoltán Kodály. His sharp insight and analysis gave me priceless guidance and advice many times. I started the research strictly from a musical point of view and only in Hungarian-speaking territories. The work was later augmented with scientific analysis and expanded into Slovakian and Romanian territories.


One hand held by the Nogai Tatars and Udmurts, the other by Bach and Palestrina. (Zoltán Kodály)
(PHOTO BY MTA BTK ZENETUDOMÁNYI INTÉZET)
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Zoltán Kodály wished to introduce folk music into Hungarys national culture. In his essay Hungarians in Music, published in 1939, he wrote: Hungarian culture is a constant battle between tradition and Western culture. Peace can only come if folklore grows up to became high culture in its own right, taking only what is necessary from Europe and integrating it seamlessly. Can we make this happen? Can our two faces of Janus have one soul, with one single will? Here we are, one hand still held by the Nogai Tatars, Udmurts, and Maris, and the other by Bach and Palestrina. Can we hold on to these distant worlds? Can we stop being a ferryboat tossed back and forth between European and Asian culture, and be a bridge instead, or even a piece of land connecting the two? Surely this would be a worthy task for the next thousand years!

Between 1934 and 1940, a detailed plan was created to publish a complete edition of the nearly 14,000 tunes collected up until the beginning of the Second World War. This plan was based on the folk song classification system set up by Bartók and Kodály. The so-called peasant tunes were classified into three large stylistic groups based on their rhythm and stanza scheme: the Old Style tunes with a descending theme, like Röpülj, páva, röpülj (Fly Peacock, Fly); the New Style tunes with an arched structure, starting and ending with the same note, like Csillagok, csillagok (Stars, Stars); and mixed style  songs which did not fit the other two groups, usually due to their foreign origins.

EXAMPLES OF THE HIGHEST
ARTISTIC PERFECTION

It is important to note that Bartók and Kodály did not merely collect, analyze, group, and classify Hungarian folk songs; they also incorporated these tunes into their own compositions. Kodály also made a lasting contribution to music education: among other things, he introduced folk music into the national curriculum.


In 1924, Béla Bartók wrote the first scientific summary of folk music
(PHOTO BY HH TÁNCHÁZ ARCHÍVUM)
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To be sure, there are earlier examples of composers using folk themes in the history of art music. Hungarian folk music had already inspired several domestic and foreign composers in the 18th and 19th century. Just think of the works of Haydn (Piano concerto No 11 in D major), Ferenc Liszt (Hungarian Rhapsodies), Brahms (Hungarian Dances), Johann Strauss (The Gypsy Baron), or Pongrác Kacsóh (János Vitéz). Yet with these composers, real or imaginary Hungarian folk music only surfaced in melodies, phrases, and themes. But in Bartóks case, peasant music fundamentally infused his style of composition which was initially based on German romantic models (especially Brahms).

Bartók considered folk melodies examples of the highest artistic perfection. For himself and his contemporaries, he envisaged two things: to create a folk song collection as complete as possible; and to make these songs widely known and loved by the general public. He believed the road to the publics taste would come through classical adaptations.

As he wrote to Zoltán Kodály in 1906: the folk song has to be dressed up if we bring it to the city from the countryside. But it looks awkward and dejected in fancy attire. We have to adjust the dress so that it does not restrict its breathing. (In the name of this idea, less talented composers were producing a profusion of pieces featuring dressed up folk tunes for decades.)

In his often quoted lecture entitled What is folk music?, given in Budapest in 1931, Bartók said: In my opinion, peasant music can only have a truly intense effect on someone if the music is heard on the spot among the peasant community. To put it another way: I dont think its enough to study peasant music locked up in museums. The most important thing is to transfer the unspeakable essence of folk music into art music in order to infuse it with the atmosphere of peasant musicianship. Its not enough to introduce the motifs of peasant music, real or fake, into art music. This would only give us a pretentious facade.

In addition to staying true to the spirit of folk music, Bartók also urged the publication of educational materials. As he writes: The majority of Hungarian society is not yet Hungarian enough, no longer naive enough, and not educated enough to open their hearts to these songs. Hungarian folk songs in a concert hall! That sounds very strange today  to present them alongside masterpieces of world literature and foreign folk songs.

His first material was a collection of twenty song settings called Hungarian Folk Songs  for Voice and Piano co-authored by Kodály in 1906. Even today, most opera singers pick from these songs when representing Hungary abroad. Subsequently, Bartóks works frequently employed the motifs of music collected in Hungary and its neighboring countries by himself and Kodály and these transformed his musical language.

THE TRINITY OF MUSIC,
SONG, AND DANCE

In Hungarian folklore, music, song, and dance are an indivisable trinity  declared László Lajtha (18921963). Lajtha was some 10 years younger than Bartók and Kodály, and even though he looked upon them as role models, he followed his own way. It seems, he was the first one among folk song collectors to articulate such an idea. He had a close relationship with not only singers but village bands as well, which would explain his innovative ideas.

Already on his first collecting trip to Ajnácskő in 1911 he recorded instrumental folk music, as he did subsequently during his travels to Székelyföld, Mezőség, Palócföld, and Western Transdanubia. He was among the first to notice that folk music and dance share the same richness of ornamentation and improvisation whereas earlier collectors had focussed purely on song. As early as 1928 at the First International Folk Art Congress, he suggested that dances should be recorded in written form and also by talking film during field work alongside songs and instrumental folk music. He realised film can record the informants gestures and surroundings, giving the recording a context of its own; and also that film can be played back numerous times and in slow motion, which means descriptions can be more accurate.

Lajtha also realised that these descriptions and film recordings are only snapshots. Its only through a series of these that we get the true nature of a certain song, music, or dance. Therefore it is necessary to return to the same villages to see the same singers, musicians, and dancers from time to time, to record the songs, themes, and movements again and again. In his own words: Folk music is an art of variations in every respect. In folk music, the individual is only a momentary representative of the community. The greater the role the individual gets as a creator, the farther they move from ancient, genuine atmosphere of folk art. Rembrandts unique brushwork is pivotal. If a peasant woman is trying to do distinctive needlework, that is not a virtue, that is an error.

Similarly to Bartók and Kodály, Lajthas music includes folk music elements, but often in a less prominent way  perhaps because he had mixed feelings about this issue, as he stated in a 1948 lecture in London. Instead of a multitude of contrived melodies full of chromaticism, I found spontaneity and purity of singing in folk songs. My fate is peculiar. In Hungary my music is mainly considered as having a strong French quality. In France, they talk about Hungarian folklore even when I believe and Im able to confirm that no folk music whatsoever is present in the piece. If imaginary folklore exists, then the folk elements in my music belong to it. Im not denying that my music has a certain Hungarian mark. It cannot be otherwise. (…) Having said that, let me tell you that I dont like folklore style music. With the expansion of folk music collection, more and more composers are writing cheap folk dance suites. But folk songs cannot save anyone. They are no substitute for talent and invention.
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