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Hungary.71 These details illuminate many essential elements of the finale, including the 

mode (the bagpipes produce what is roughly a Mixolydian scale [C, D, E, F, G, A, B! , 

C]), the voicing (the 3rds and 5ths in the double-note passage at the end are given as 

possible chords played by a skilled player, (see example 28, measures 90-100), and 

textures (like the grace notes seen in measures 91-94)."

Example 28. Bartók’s 15 Hungarian Peasant Songs, no. 15, measures 89-103."

"

" Comparisons"of"Liszt’s"and"Bartók’s"instrumental/vocal"evocation"on"the"

piano"show"that,"for"all"of"Bartók’s"differences"from"his"predecessor,"both"

composers"imitated"indigenous"instruments"in"piano"transcriptions."Both"

composers"further"used"these"evocations"as"an"integral"component"of"the"

composition;"not"simply"a"surface"addition."The"influence"of"Hungarian"folk"music"

upon"verbunkos"is"clearly"evident"in"the"düvöWlike"figures"shared"in"the"opening"of"

Liszt’s"Hungarian"Rhapsody"no."6"and"the"finale"of"Bartók’s"150Hungarian0Peasant0

Songs."

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
71 Béla Bartók, “The Folklore of Instruments and Their Music in Eastern Europe” in Béla 
Bartók Essays, edited by Benjamin Suchoff (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976), 245-
246."
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"

D: LISZT'S USES OF FOLK SONG MATERIAL"

 Before discussing Liszt's peasant folk elements in his Hungarian Rhapsodies, an 

important irony must be highlighted—the musical examples provided in the following 

pages to prove links between Liszt and Hungarian peasant music are provided through 

the conscientious efforts of Béla Bartók. However, Bartók expended much effort trying to 

convince Hungary and the world at large that verbunkos-derived art music was not pure 

and, thus, valueless. Of music blending Western elements with Hungarian folk-derived 

verbunkos (such as Liszt's Hungarian Rhapsodies) Bartók wrote, "...even if these 

melodies preserve some faint exotic traces, they are too vulgar to have any intrinsic 

value."72  In some of his writings, Bartók took the rhetoric further, claiming that 

verbunkos works were not Hungarian music. In his 1911 essay "On Hungarian Music" 

Bartók wrote: “We did not have, hitherto, [prior to the discovery of Hungarian Peasant 

music] a valuable and yet distinctive art music, characteristically Hungarian." (Italics 

added.) It is indeed interesting then, that Bartók would provide proof of indigenous 

Hungarian musical characteristics embedded in Liszt's rhapsodies."

One of the most folk-song influenced of Liszt’s Rhapsodies, Liszt’s Hungarian 

Rhapsody no. 13 contains two old-style Hungarian folk songs, highly embellished with 

verbunkos elements. Bartók published the sources along with their lyrics in his 1933 

article “Hungarian Peasant Music.”73 The “figurations in gipsy style” that “distort the 

melodies” probably refers to the bakázó figure of measure 105 and running sixteenths in 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
72"Béla Bartók, “Hungarian Folk Music” in Béla Bartók Essays, edited by Benjamin 
Suchoff (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976), 59."
73"Béla Bartók, “Hungarian Peasant Music” in Béla Bartók Essays, edited by Benjamin 
Suchoff (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976), 90-91."
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bars 103-105 and 114-117 (see Example 29b, measures 100-105, Example 29c, measures 

114-117). Compare Example 29a, Bartók’s transcriptions to Examples 29b-d, the same 

folk tunes in Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody no. 13."

 
Example 29a. 2 Hungarian folk songs found in Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody no. 13. 
(Transcribed by Béla Bartók.) 

  

" "
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"

Example 29b. Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody no. 13, measures 100-105."

"

Example 29c. Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 13, measures 112-117."

"

Example 29d. Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody no. 13, measures 124-139."

"

Bartók’s prejudice against Liszt’s Hungarian works can be observed even as 

Bartók draws attention to another Hungarian peasant element—the rhythm in Liszt’s 
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Hungarian Rhapsody no. 14. While he admits that a prevalent peasant rhythm is present 

in Liszt’s music, he undermines the validity of Liszt’s music with subtle language that 

distances Liszt from his heritage: “These rhythms have been imitated by our composers 

of folk song like art songs (for instance, in the first theme of Liszt’s Fourteenth 

Rhapsody).”74 [Italics added] The rhythm to which Bartók refers is long, short, short, 

long. He illustrates it with a dotted quarter, eighth, eighth, dotted quarter (see the melody 

of Example 30)."

Example 30. Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody no. 14, measures 3-6."

"

Not only did Liszt’s material for the rhapsodies contain actual peasant melodies (as in no. 

13) and peasant rhythms (as in no. 14), but they also contained melodic formal 

characteristics. Bartók illustrated this in “Hungarian Peasant Music”, when he points out 

that rhapsody no. 14 contains the formal structure of A, A5, B, A (the A5 an indication 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
74"Béla Bartók, “Hungarian Peasant Music” in Béla Bartók Essays, edited by Benjamin 
Suchoff (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976), 91."
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that the repeat of the first phrase is at the fifth).75 As one can see from Example 31, the 

first three melodic units are clear as A (25-28) A5 (29-32) and B (33-36). The first two 

measures of the final phrase are altered, meaning that the final unit is A'. 

"

Example 31. Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody no. 14, measures 25-43."

"

" Clearly,"Bartók’s"transcriptions"are"entirely"folkWsong"based,"while"Liszt’s"

transcriptions"retain"less"folk"music."Liszt’s"folk"music"is"what"has"been"retained"in"

the"transcultural"context"of"verbunkos."However,"Bartók’s"comments"too"dismissive"

to"give"an"accurate"representation"of"folk"music"in"the"rhapsodies."To"call"the"above"

examples"“faint"exotic"traces”"is"to"deny"the"folk"music"influence"on"verbunkos,"as"

well"as"the"sophistication"of"Liszt’s"treatment"of"the"idiom."

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
75"Ibid."96."
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E. HERITAGE"

In 1988, Bartók’s body was exhumed from its burial place in New York and taken 

to Budapest, where it was posthumously repatriated in a highly publicized funeral.76 

Bartók’s Hungarian music had been largely ignored or rejected by the Hungarians during 

his lifetime, and was banned for its modernism by the post-war Soviets. In 1921, a 

disheartened Bartók wrote:"

My works which, from Opus 4 onward, tried to convey something of 
the development just described were received in Budapest with 
animosity…In 1911, when these controversies became very heated, a 
number of young musicians, Kodály and myself among them, tried hard to 
found a New Hungarian Musical Society. The chief aim of the 
new organization would have been to form an orchestra able to perform 
old, new and recent music in a proper way. But we strove in vain, we could 
not achieve our aim”77"

Only in the 1960’s did Bartók’s music begin to gain widespread acceptance.78 "

In his own day Bartók’s version of nationalistic music—based on the peasant 

class—was a source of contention with the public, who were still loyal to the Romantic 

Hungarian music.79  While Bartók’s 15 Hungarian Peasant Songs did not find a foothold 

in the repertory (as have his more original Improvisations Op. 20), they did, however, 

serve as a stepping-stone on the way to his development as a 20th-century, nationalist 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
76 Susan Gal, “Bartók's Funeral: Representations of Europe in Hungarian Political 
Rhetoric” American Ethnologist, Vol. 18, no. 3, Representations of Europe: 
Transforming State, Society, and Identity (August, 1991): 440-458."
77 Béla Bartók, “Autobiography” in Béla Bartók Essays, edited by Benjamin Suchoff 
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976), 410."
78 Susan Gal, “Bartók's Funeral: Representations of Europe in Hungarian Political 
Rhetoric” American Ethnologist, Vol. 18, no. 3, Representations of Europe: 
Transforming State, Society, and Identity (August, 1991): 449."
79 David E. Schneider “Hungarian Nationalism and the reception of Bartók’s music” in 
The Cambridge Companion to Bártok. Edited by Amanda Bayley (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 185."
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composer. Pianist Barbara Nissman views them as an intermediary step on the way to the 

Improvisations Op. 20.80"

Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies, likewise, if successfully in the canon (at least in 

the case of nos. 2, 6, and 10), proved to be intermediary in Liszt’s development of 

verbunkos. Loya wrote of them: "

For a study of the verbunkos idiom too, Liszt’s late style was a highly 
seductive concept because of the way its otherworldly and prophetic 
qualities seem oddly to dislocate, if not to annul, the generic meaning of the 
material used. The concept of late style resolved, in one fell swoop, the 
questionable cultural respectability of Gypsy music and—even for those 
who did not subscribe to this specific prejudice—the limited artistic worth 
of popular dance music. Gárdonyi had already arrived at such a conclusion 
in 1931, as we saw in chapter 4, by showing that in the late works, the 
verbunkos idiom was abstracted and transformed into a highly personal 
language that no longer bore any direct resemblance or relationship to 
popular traditions.81"

 Loya would be referring to the late works, including Csárdás macabre S.224 

(1881-1882),  “Sunt Lacrymae Rerum” from Anées de pèlirinage III no. 5 

(1883), Hungarian Rhapsodies 16–19 (1882-1885), 2 Csárdás S. 225 (1884), and 

Hungarian Historical Portraits (1885).  Before Bartók’s Hungarian idiom had evolved 

from the Germanic verbunkos of Kossuth to the indigenous modernism of the 

Improviations, Op. 20, Liszt’s verbunkos, already elevated from the virtuosity of the 

Rhapsody to the profound abstraction of Sunt Lacrymae Rerum."

  

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
80 Barbara Nissman Bartók and the Piano: A Performer’s View (Lanham, MD: 
Scarecrow Press, 2002), 106."
81"Shay Loya Liszt’s Transcultural Modernism and the Hungarian-Gypsy Tradition. 
(Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2011), 227."
"
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Conclusion"

 The comparison here of these works (the first 15 Hungarian Rhapsodies and the 

15 Hungarian Peasant Songs) by Liszt and Bartók reveals many parallels within what 

may be considered an intermediary level of their respective progressive Hungarian 

idioms. A fruitful endeavor awaits those interested in comparing the late (or more 

mature) Hungarian works of each composer, or in taking the research further to trace the 

influence of these works on later Hungarian composers, such as Lajos Bárdos, György 

Ligety, or György Kurtág."

Though the musical revolutions of the twentieth-century create a barrier between 

the works of Liszt and Bartók, and despite efforts inspired by Bartók’s "anxiety of 

influence,”82 those same works stand as a testament to the composers’ shared 

experiences.  Both composers devoted a certain amount of their lives and livelihoods to 

the good of Hungary. Both brought their country’s music unprecedented international 

exposure, while maintaining the integrity of their respective musical traditions. Both did 

this service while spending a period of their lives (in Liszt's case the majority of his life) 

in exile from Hungary. It is the author's hope that this thesis contributes to an effort to 

view each in his own historical and social context as a composer of great Hungarian 

music. That is, music that both represented legitimate (if differing) aspects of Hungarian 

music cultures, and that, meanwhile, transcended that culture to have an influence on 

later composers."

Bartók's words were instrumental in casting doubt on the legitimacy of Liszt's 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
82"A"term"inspired"by"Harold"Bloom's"book"by"the"same"name,"this"term"describes"the"state"of"mind"
of"an"artist"who"must"follow"another"great"artist."
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Hungarian legacy. It is fitting to turn again to Bartók for a quote more in line with the 

current view of Liszt's verbunkos works. This quote was made in the context of an essay 

Bartók wrote in 1942, when insistence on racial purity held a particularly sinister 

undertone in Europe. After Bartók traces the evolution of the Rákóczi March (the subject 

of Liszt's Hungarian Rhapsody no. 15) from its origins in the middle east through Eastern 

European (including Hungary), and through its adoption by the Hungarian military, he 

concludes, "Nevertheless, the way they are transformed, melted, and unified presents as a 

final result a masterpiece of music whose spirit and characteristics are incontestably 

Hungarian.83" The same sentence might apply to Bartók's music as well."

"

"

"

"

" "

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
83"Béla Bartók, “Race Purity in Music” in Béla Bartók Essays, edited by Benjamin 
Suchoff (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976), 32."
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