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which yet does not impair the unambiguous comprehension of its several
strains. The addition of the piano creates a distinct blend of tone colour: the
principle is altogether different from the juxtaposition and competition of
timbre-values displayed in the previous concertos. Observe the figuration of
the piano furnishing the harmonic basis of the orchestra and displaying a
variation of the principal theme at the opening of the development section in

the first movement (bar 75, et seq.); and especially the role of the solo

instrument in the central part of the slow movement; lastly the effective match
of the piano and the horns in the passage indicated above (bar 473, et seq.).

It is clear, then, that there is a considerable difference in the style and

function of the First and Second Concertos on the one hand and the Third

Concerto on the other. In the last named, the competitive principle is reduced

to a minimum, whereas in the previous works it is the mainspring of t
invention; not unnaturally their respective orchestral settings reflect the
differing conceptions. In the First Concerto the instrumental groups appe

prevailingly in blocks, the percussion obtaining a distinctly individual functio

the hard linear contours are projected with relentless insistence. The Secon
Concerto is less severe; there is a tendency to exploit solo values, viz., th

trumpet phrase. Note especially the central Scherzo section of the slo

movement, where the individual character of the wind, and their association

with the ingenious figuration of the piano create a remarkable effect. A
against these, the Third Concerto may not be particularly conspicuous as

concerto, but its excellence as a piece of pure music, its expression of transcen
dental humanism, is unquestionable.

THE INFLUENCE OF
PEASANT MUSIC
ON MODERN MUSIC
by Bela Bart6k

At the beginning of the twentieth century there was a turning point in
history of modern music.
The excesses of the romanticists began to be unbearable for many. Ther

were composers who felt: "this road does not lead us anywhere; there is

other solution but a complete break with the nineteenth century."
Invaluable help was given to this change (or let us rather call it rejuvena
tion) by a kind of peasant music unknown up till then.
The right type of peasant music is most varied and perfect in its forms

Its expressive power is amazing, and at the same time it is void of all se
mentality and superfluous ornaments. It is simple, sometimes primitive

never silly. It is the ideal starting point for a musical renaissance, and a com

poser in search of new ways cannot be led by a better master. What is

best way for a composer to reap the full benefits of his studies in peasant mu

It is to assimilate the idiom of peasant music so completely that he is ab
forget all about it and use it as his musical mother-tongue.
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We may, for instance, take over a peasant melody unchanged or only
slightly varied, write an accompaniment to it and possibly some opening and
concluding phrases. This kind of work would show a certain analogy with

Bach's treatment of chorales.

Two main types can be distinguished among works of this character.
In the one case accompaniment, introductory and concluding phrases, are

of secondary importance, they only serve as an ornamental setting for the
precious stone: the peasant melody.
It is the other way round in the second case: the melody only serves as a
"motto" while that which is built round it is of real importance.

All shades of transition are possible between these two extremes and
sometimes it is not even possible to decide which of the elements is predominant in any given case. But in every case it is of the greatest importance

that the musical qualities of the setting should be derived from the musical
qualities of the melody, from such characteristics as are contained in it openly

or covertly, so that melody and all additions create the impression of complete

unity.

At this point I have to mention a strange notion wide-spread some thirty
or forty years ago. Most trained and good musicians then believed that only

simple harmonizations were well suited to folk-tunes. And even worse, by
simple harmonies they meant a succession of triads of tonic, dominant and

possibly subdominant.
How can we account for this strange belief? What kind of folk-songs did
these musicians know ? Mostly new German and Western songs and so-called
folk-songs made up by popular composers. The melody of such songs usually
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moves along the triad of tonic and dominant; the main melody consists of a
breaking up of these chords into single notes ("Oh Du lieber Augustin").
It is obvious that melodies of this description do not go well with a more
complex harmonization.
But our musicians wanted to apply the theory derived from this type of
songs to an entirely different type of Hungarian songs built up on "pentatonic"

scales.

It may sound odd, but I do not hesitate to say: the simpler the melody
the more complex and strange may be the harmonization and accompaniment

that go well with it. Let us for instance take a melody that moves on two
successive notes only (there are many such melodies in Arab peasant music).

It is obvious that we are much freer in the invention of an accompaniment than
in the case of a melody of a more complex character. These primitive melodies

moreover, show no trace of the stereotyped joining of triads. That again
means greater freedom for us in the treatment of the melody. It allows us to
bring out the melody most clearly by building round it harmonies of the widest
range varying along different keynotes. I might almost say that the traces of
polytonality in modern Hungarian music and in Strawinsky's music are to be
explained by this possibility.

Similarly, the strange turnings of melodies in our eastern European
peasant music showed us new ways of harmonization. For instance the new

chord of the seventh which we use as a concord may be traced back to the fact
that in our folk melodies of a pentatonic character the seventh appears as an
interval of equal importance with the third and the fifth. We so often heard
these intervals as of equal value in the succession, that what was more natural
than that we should try to make them sound of equal importance when used
simultaneously. We sounded the four notes together in a setting which made
us feel it not necessary to break them up. In other words: the four notes were

made to form a concord.

The frequent use of quart intervals in our old melodies suggested to us the

use of quart chords. Here again what we heard in succession we tried to
build up in a simultaneous chord.

Another method by which peasant music becomes transmuted into
modern music is the following: The composer does not make use of a real
peasant melody but invents his own imitation of such melodies. There is no

true difference between this method and the one described above.

Strawinsky never mentions the sources of his themes. Neither in his

titles nor in footnotes does he ever allude to it, whether a theme of his is his
own invention or whether it is taken over from folk-music. In the same way
the old composers never gave any data: let me simply mention the beginning of
the Pastoral Symphony. Strawinsky apparently takes this course deliberately.

He wants to demonstrate that it does not matter a jot whether a composer

invents his own themes or uses themes from elsewhere. He has a right to use

musical material taken from all sources. What he has judged suitable for his
purpose has become through this very use his mental property. In the same
manner Moli re is reported to have replied to a charge of plagiarism: "Je
prends mon bien ou je le trouve." In maintaining that the question of the
origin of a theme is completely unimportant from the artist's point of view,
Strawinsky is right. The question of origins can only be interesting from the
point of view of musical documentation.

This content downloaded from 143.107.252.228 on Fri, 14 Oct 2016 12:25:52 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

22

TEMPO

Lacking

any

data

so-called
"Russian
from
folk-music.
of

Strawinsky's

there

are)

th

these

a

It
is
also
notable
t
onward,
he
seldom
lines,
but
short
m
These
short
recurr

of

a

certain

music

for

categ

wind

in

This
primitive
co
for
the
strange
m
period.
The steady repetition of primitive motifs creates an air of strange feverish

excitement even in the sort of folk-music where it occurs. The effect is

increased a hundredfold if a master of Strawinsky's supreme skill and his pr
knowledge of dynamic effects employs these rapidly chasing sets of motifs.

There is yet a third way in which the influence of peasant music can b

traced in a composer's work. Neither peasant melodies nor imitations

peasant melodies can be found in his music, but it is pervaded by the atmosp

of peasant music. In this case we may say, he has completely absorbed
idiom of peasant music which has become his musical mother tongue
masters it as completely as a poet masters his mother tongue.

In Hungarian music the best example of this kind can be found in Kod

work. It is enough to mention "Psalmus Hungaricus", which would not
been written without Hungarian peasant music. (Neither, of course, w
it have been written without Kodaily.)
ON THE SIGNIFICANCE OF FOLK MUSIC

Many people think it a comparatively easy task to write a c

round folk-tunes. A lesser achievement at least than a com
"original" themes. Because, they think, the composer is dispe

of the work: the invention of themes.

This way of thought is completely erroneous. To handle folk-tunes is
one of the most difficult tasks; equally difficult if not more so than to write a
major original composition. If we keep in mind that borrowing a tune means
being bound by its individual peculiarity we shall understand one part of the

difficulty. Another is created by the special character of a folk-tune. We

must penetrate into it, feel it, and bring it out in sharp contours by the appro-

priate setting. The composition round a folk-tune must be done in a "propitious hour" or-as is generally said-it must be a work of inspiration just as
much as any other composition.

There are many who think the basing of modern music on folk-music

harmful and not suited to our time.

Before arguing with that school of thought let us consider how is it
possible to reconcile music based on folk-music with the modern movement
into atonality, or music on twelve tones.
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Let us say frankly *that this is not possible. Why not? Because folktunes are always tonal. Folk-music of atonality is completely inconceivable.
Consequently, music on twelve tones cannot be based on folk-music.
The fact that some twentieth century composers went back for inspiration

to old folk-music acted as an impediment to the development of twelve tone
music.

Far be it from me to maintain that to base his music on folk-music is the

only way to salvation for a composer in our days. But I wish that our opponents
had an equally liberal opinion of the significance of folk-music.
It is only recently that one of our reputable musicians held forth like this:
"The ulterior motive behind the movement of collecting folk-songs, that has

spread all over the world, is love of comfort. There is a desire: to becom

rejuvenated in this spring of freshness; a wish to revitalize the barren brain.
This desire tries to hide an inner incompetence and to evade the struggle b
comfortable and soul-killing devices."

This regrettable opinion is based on erroneous assumptions. These

people must have a strange idea of the practice of composing. They seem to
think the composer addicted to collecting folk-songs will sit down at his

writing desk with the intention of composing a symphony. He racks and racks
his brain but cannot think of a suitable melody. He takes up his collection o
folk-songs, picks out one or two melodies and the composition of his symphon

is done without further labour.

Well, it is not as simple as all that. It is a fatal error to attribute so much

importance to the subject, the theme of a composition. We know that
Shakespeare borrowed the stories of his plays from all sources. Does that
prove that his brain was barren and he had to go to his neighbours begging for

themes? Did he hide his incompetence ? Moliere's case is even worse. He

not only borrowed the themes for his plays, but also part of the construction,

and sometimes took over from his source expressions and whole lines

unchanged.
We know that Handel adapted a work by Stradella in one of his oratorios.
His adaptation is so masterly, so much surpassing the original in beauty, that

we forget all about Stradella. Is there any sense in talking of plagiarism, of
barrenness of brain, of incompetence in these cases ?

In music it is the thematic material that corresponds to the story of a
drama. And in music too, as in poetry and in painting, it does not signify

what themes we use. It is the form into which we mould it that makes the

essence of our work. This form reveals the knowledge, the creative po
the individuality of the artist.
The work of Bach is a summing up of the music of some hundred and

years before him. His musical material is themes and motives used by
predecessors. We can trace in Bach's music motifs, phrases which were
used by Frescobaldi and many others among Bach's predecessors. Is
plagiarism ? By no means. For an artist it is not only right to have his
in the art of some former times, it is a necessity.

Well, in our case it is peasant music which holds our roots.
The conception that attributes all that importance to the invention
theme originated in the nineteenth century. It is a romantic conception wh
values originality above all.
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And thus we may say: folk-music will become a source of inspiration for
a country's music only if the transplantation of its motifs is the work of a great

creative talent. In the hands of incompetent composers neither folk-music

nor any other musical material will ever attain significance. If a composer has

no talent it will be of no use to him to base his music on folk-music or any
other music. The result will be every case be nothing.
Folk-music will have an immense transforming influence on music in
countries with little or no musical tradition. Most countries of southern and

eastern Europe; Hungary, too, are in this position.
May I, to conclude my thoughts, by quoting what Kodaly once said in this
context about the importance of folk-music.
"So little of written old Hungarian music has survived that the history of

Hungarian music cannot be built up without a thorough knowledge of folkmusic. It is known that folk language has many similarities with the ancient
language of a people. In the same way folk-music must for us replace the
remains of our old music. Thus, from a musical point of view, it means more
to us than to those peoples that developed their own musical style centuries
ago. Folk-music for these peoples became assimilated into their music, and a
German musician will be able to find in Bach and Beethoven what we had to

search for in our villages: the continuity of a national musical tradition."
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