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April 26 Program Notes: Zoltán Kodály

Zoltán Kodály (1882–1967)

Galántai Tánkoc 
(Dances of Galánta)
Zoltán Kodály was born in Kecskemét, 
Hungary, on December 16, 1882, and 
died in Budapest, March 6, 1967. He 
composed his Dances of Galánta in 
1933 and dedicated the work to the 
Budapest Philharmonic Society on its 
eightieth birthday. It was premiered 
October 23, 1933, in Budapest, with 
Ernö von Dohnányi conducting the  
Budapest Philharmonic Society.  
The score calls for 2 flutes, 2 oboes,  
2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns,  
2 trumpets, timpani, tambourine,  
triangle, bells, and strings. Duration  
ca. 15 minutes.

Galánta is a small Hun-
garian market town 

known to travelers between 
Vienna and Budapest. The 
composer passed there 
seven years of his childhood. 
There existed at that time a 
Gypsy band which has since 
disappeared. Their music  
was the first “orchestral  
sonority” that came to the 
ear of the child. . . . About 
1800, some books of Hungar-
ian dances were published 
in Vienna, one of which con-
tained music “after several 
Gypsies from Galánta.”  
They have preserved the old 

Hungarian tradition. In order 
to continue it, the composer 
took his principal subjects 
from these ancient editions.
—Composer’s preface to the score

Kodály, along with his lifelong 
friend Béla Bartók, dedicated a 
major effort to collecting and 
preserving Hungarian folk tunes 
by recording them throughout 
the countryside. Many of these 
tunes provided source material 
for his own compositions. Kodály 
distrusted the accuracy of printed 
versions of folk tunes, preferring 
recordings of actual performances. 
But in the present case, the 1804 
Viennese publication of Hungarian 
dances mentioned in his preface 
was his only link to an earlier tradi-
tion. It was to this collection that 
he turned when asked in 1933 to 
compose a dance suite in honor  
of the eightieth anniversary of  
the Budapest Philharmonic,  
resulting in his Dances of Galánta.

The 1804 publication was a collec-
tion of verbunkos music, dances that 
originated in the second half of the 
eighteenth century to accompany 
the recruitment of men into the 
military. The verbunkos typically 
includes a slow introduction (lassú) 
and a section in a fast tempo (friss), 
with music characterized by the 
alternation of slow and fast figures 

even within a given tempo, dotted 
rhythms, syncopations, major- 
minor melodies, and wide melodic 
leaps. The dance steps likewise  
consisted of slow figures alternat-
ing with fast, and were performed 
by hussars accompanied by local 
or regimental Gypsy bands. The 
proceedings died out with conscrip-
tion in 1849, but the musical form 
survived.

Kodály’s Dances of Galánta includes 
many elements of the verbunkos tra-
dition in addition to the modified 
tunes themselves. In general,  
the structural order of the lassú  
and friss is maintained although 

 

considerably enlarged. The intro-
duction is permeated with a typical 
Hungarian dotted rhythm—long 
notes alternating with pairs of 
short notes—begun by the cellos. 
The Gypsy qualities (uncommon 
melodic steps, syncopations, etc.) 
are all present. The various dance 
tunes are strung together through 
the use of recurring material in the 
manner of a rondo. The clarinet,  
a typical instrument in Gypsy 
bands, is quite prominent in the 
work, but curiously the solo violin, 
the leader of such a band, is not; 
eventually the entire orchestra 
shares the virtuosity.
 —© Jane Vial Jaffe


