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Gender at Bartok and Kodaly

Judit Hidasi

If to name the most illustrious Hungarian composers and music performers — well-known also in
Japan — then alongside with Ferenc Liszt surely the names of Béla Bartok and Zoltan Kodaly would come
up. Bartok (1881-1945) and Kodaly (1882-1967) were contemporaries, outstanding musical talents of the
first half of the 20th century, whose influence expands much over the borders of Hungary. There are
several reasons that brought world-fame to them and national glory to their home-country, Hungary.

1. In spite of their academic education and the possible highest level training in classical music, they
both adhered exceptional importance and outstanding role of folk music to the formation of
national and cultural identity by preservation and cultivation of folk music traditions.

2. They both excelled in pedagogic activity through music education. They claimed a determining
role and function of music not only in the aesthetic and artistic development of the individual, but
also in the process of his intellectual formation.

3. Their choral activity is to be mentioned as a third merit. They both produced numerous and
significant part-songs and choral compositions, that constitute until these days often performed
pieces of international choirs. Bartdk’s and Kodaly’s compositions are regularly chosen for choral
programs also in Japan.

In the life-path of Bartok és Kodaly more than one similarities can be identified apart from the fact of their
being contemporaries, of their being devoted friends, of having edited more than one compositions and
writings in joint authorship and the like. They both
- felt as their mission to continue and to pass over to younger generations the most precious musical
traditions
- lived and spent most of their life in Budapest
- were promoted to professorship at the Budapest Academy of Music (now: Liszt Ferenc Academy
of Music)
- were not only acknowledged composers but also remarkable performers
- have risen in fame and recognition even after their death — suffice to think of the world-carrier of
Bartok’s orchestrial compositions, or of the popularity and dissemination of Kodaly’s music
teaching methodology
- have international societies established commemorating their legacy.

This paper-presentation aims at investigating the issue of gender in their lives with regard to the
concept of gender as a social science notion and also as a concept depicting man-woman relationships. It
points out that in the beginning of the 20th century, with the decline of romanticism, and with the
liberation process of social progress in Europe, the way how people were seeing the role of women in the
intellectual formation of society, the role of women in education and in general the male-female
relationship — has greatly changed. In the lives of Bartok and Kodaly their female partners were more than
their inspirational muses: they were truly equal intellectual partners to them. In the professional domain,
Bartok and Kodaly have considered women as strongholds and trustees of music education, of the choir-
movement, as faithful cultivators and transmitters of musical traditions. If to look at the history of music
education in Hungary, then we can see this intention come true: women choir leaders and music educators
have been active, successful and influential ever since.

A special topic is the issue of gender thematization in their compositions. From this perspective,
Bartok’s oeuvre deserves special attention: in each of his three stage-plays: Duke Bluebird’s Castle (1911
opera), The Wooden Prince (1916 ballet) and The Miraculous Mandarin (1921 pantomim) the topic of
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man-woman relationship reappears as a leitmotiv and the content is structured along the same question:
what is the true nature of male-female relationship.

Kodaly’s most well-known stage-play is Hary Janos, a Hungarian folk opera (1926), the story of
a veteran soldier who day after day sits at the tavern spinning yarns about his heroic exploits. His stories
are the fruit of a lively imagination, seeking to create, for himself and for others, a beautiful dream world.
Hary Janos embodies the poetic power of folklore to go beyond political frustrations. His piece does not
lack the love motive either — as an eternal element of human life.

Man-and-woman relationship is an essential topic of the rich folk-song heritage of Hungarian
culture — which has been collected and recorded in a systematic and scholarly way by Bartok and Kodaly.
The Hungarian folksongs asset is oustanding by its diversity. These songs and melodies reflect the old
ways and lives of the rural peasantry, their habits and loves, sorrows and joys. Thematically they can be
classified as: Prayers and curses; Festive songs, greetings, ritual songs; Labour-songs; Wailing songs and
laments; Coupling songs (which name a girl and boy of the village community whose relationship is about
to unfold); Love songs; Wedding songs, rhymes and greetings; Wine-songs and songs for celebrations. The
Love-songs group is the biggest among all, and their performance is not bound to special occasions. As a
rule their wording contains flower and bird motives that stand as symbols for love, with metaphoric
images. These songs used to be performed by young girls or married women, and their singing had been
recorded by Bartok and Kodaly during their folk-music collection trips. Later they became published as
well in volumes of folk-songs. In fact they form partially the musical base of the great choir compositions
— which eventually made their way to the world.
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