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Introduction  

 

Opera and Nation-Building in Nineteenth-Century Europe  

Practices of “Transemination”   

 

Introduction 
– Central Aims, Background, Methods –  

 

“L’opéra est à proprement parler de l’histoire des idées.” (Philippe-Joseph Salazar)1 

 
“History today has an opportunity to avail itself of the new perspectives on the world which a 
dynamic science and an equally dynamic art offer.”               
         (Hayden White)2 

 

 

1.1 Opera and Nationalism – the subject of this study  

  

This dissertation focuses on an interdisciplinary and intercultural assessment of 

the relation between nationalism and musical culture in nineteenth-century Europe. It 

aims to point out that music and opera played an important role in nation-building 

processes both because they were reflections of nationalist thought and because they 

functioned as active agents in shaping the national consciousness of the people. 

Culture and politics coexisted in an entangled relationship: music served as an 

ideological tool in nation-building movements, while the national idea became a 

dominant creative force in the musical practice of the nineteenth century.  

The concepts of national music and national opera, which had an important role 

in shaping nineteenth-century national identity, should be interpreted as cultural 

phenomena produced by the interaction of contemporary aesthetic theories and their 

social, political context. The study of nineteenth-century nationalism would be 

incomplete without analysing the role of music and musical theatre. Music became a 

topic of public interest and was regarded as a marker of national identity just like the 

                                                
1 Salazar, Philippe-Joseph: Idéologies de l’Opéra, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1980, 12. 
2 White, Hayden: Tropics of Discourse. Essays in Cultural Criticism, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1985, 50. 
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national language or the national dress. In order to analyse how music and opera 

could become such important factors of nineteenth-century European nationalism I 

shall focus on the dynamic processes of the interaction between culture and politics, 

music and national movements. 

Hence the portmanteau word in the title of this introductory chapter, 

“transemination”. The term combines the concepts of transmutation, insemination and 

dissemination. Transmutation refers to the transmutation of species, the altering of 

one species into another. Insemination denotes the natural or artificial act of 

fertilisation. Dissemination refers to the intertextual, interdisciplinary and intercultural 

spreading of ideas and trends. They are also metaphors of transfer and mutation 

characterising the dynamic interplay between the various cultural media as well as 

between culture and politics. The thesis views the relation of nineteenth-century 

national opera and nation-building movements as an act of transemination taking 

place between the different cultural genres (music, text, visual representation) and 

politics. On the one hand, the term transemination intends to describe the dynamism 

of culture and aims to suggest that whenever a cultural subject is transposed into 

another media (e.g. a poem into music, a drama into opera) it loses its original 

meaning and function and gains new ones. It is going to assume new ontological and 

epistemological dimensions.     

The case studies concentrate on late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-

century Hungarian and Romanian culture and history. Their relationship has scarcely 

been studied from a cultural-historical point of view that aims to stress the cultural 

processes of transfer instead of focusing on the individual distinctive national 

character. The thesis approaches these two neighbouring cultures by accentuating 

their entangled nature and dynamic connectedness with the contemporary European 

political and cultural-historical context. The case studies endeavour to point out that 

the different peculiarities cannot be understood without the dynamic cultural context 

in which they had been formed, just as the political events and historical 

characteristics of the wider context – in our case of the Habsburg Monarchy – also 

cannot be comprehended without taking under close scrutiny the dynamic relation and 

cultural character of its component parts.  
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1.2 Study of nationhood, cultural history and musicology – premises and 

implications  

 

Though the relation between nationalism and nineteenth-century musical culture 

seems to be a historical self-evidence, the topic has rarely been explored or 

scrutinized in an interdisciplinary context either by musicologists or by scholars of 

nationhood. With the exception of Laura Mason’s book Singing the French 

Revolution. Popular Culture and Politics, 1787-17993 that focuses on the role of 

music in shaping the revolutionary movement, most scholarly works discuss music 

only as a simple reflection and representation of the political ideologies of the age. 

The fact that nationalist ideologies affected the world-view and artistic credo of many 

nineteenth-century composers is quite obvious. But it is less transparent how music 

affected the shaping of national consciousness. With a few exceptions4 this is an 

unexplored academic field both in musicology and history.  

In the nineteenth century and early twentieth century many musicologists 

approached the question of national music without reflecting on its historicity. Almost 

all national histories of music assumed the existence of the nation as being an a-priori 

category, a natural context for musical investigation. Later, especially after Benedict 

Anderson’s influential theories about imagined communities5 have gained more and 

more appreciation in the academic disciplines of humanities and social sciences, 

musical scholars also started to question the premises of their predecessors. As a first 

step they began to discredit the epistemological validity of an a-priori national 

framework in musical research. By reversing earlier statements about the relation of 

national consciousness and music according to which musical culture was an organic 

element of the national character, musicologists pursued to point out that there was no 

direct, natural and organic bond between the national cultures and music. Instead they 

argued that the “naturalisation” or “nationalisation” of music was an artificial process, 

                                                
3 Mason, Laura: Singing the French Revolution. Popular Culture and Politics, 1787-1799, Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1996. 
4 Among the exceptions can be mentioned the works of Hugh LeCaine Agnew or Philip Bohlman. 
Agnew’s remarkable paper entitled They’re Singing Our Song: Music and Politics in the Czech 
National Movement presented in 2007 April at the international conference ASN Study of Nationalities 
at the Columbia University, New York, explores the way how music actively shaped the Czech 
national thought. The ethnomusicologist Philip Bohlman’s book, The Music of European Nationalism 
(ABC-CLIO, 2004), which is an anthropological study of music and nationalism in Europe, focuses on 
music’s active role in national movements.     



 8 

a typical modern phenomenon, which came into being as an epiphenomenon of 

nineteenth-century nationalism.6  

In spite of music’s overwhelming presence and influence in nineteenth-century 

Europe, neither historians dealing with this period, nor scholars of nationhood have 

given any attention to musical culture. Hayden White challenged the reigning 

orthodoxies of historical studies by admitting that historical investigation is 

necessarily textual, since the events of the past are not directly accessible to 

perception, and by stipulating that cultural artefacts can justifiably been the subjects 

of historical studies7, still historians have been avoiding music.8 Music seems to be 

more resistant to immediate interpretation than literary texts or visual artefacts. 

Besides some obvious genres, such as national anthems or military marches, music 

seemed to adhere to the realm of pure aesthetics appearing completely independent 

from politics.  

However, the autonomous status granted to music is an assumption rooted in a 

nineteenth-century ideology.9 Music was never practised or written in a cultural and 

political vacuum. It has always been created and perceived in a dynamic interaction 

with its intellectual and socio-political environment. The social and political role of 

music increased especially in the nineteenth century. Music and musical theatre came 

to be important factors in shaping the public sphere in the sense Habermas used this 

term. Therefore one might conclude that music – in the same way as Hayden White 

argued about literary texts – could be a relevant and important research topic for 

historians, too. 

This dissertation aims to combine musicology and intellectual history in order to 

scrutinise some aspects of nineteenth-century European culture. So as to reconsider 

the importance of music in nineteenth-century cultural history I adopt the 

methodological premises of New Historicism as practiced by Steven Greenblatt and 

                                                                                                                                       
5 Anderson, Benedict: Imagined Communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism, 
London: Verso, 1983. 
6 One of the best documents of the critical approach of nationalism and music are Richard Taruskin’s 
volume of historical and hermeneutical essays, Defining Russia Musically (Princeton U.P., 1997), and 
Philip Bohlman’s monographic work The Music of European Nationalism (ABC-CLIO, 2004).    
7 See White, Hayden: Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe, 
Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1973, and Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural 
Criticism, Baltimore and London: John Hopkins University Press, (1978), 1985.  
8 I assume that a proper perspective could justify a comparative examination without necessarily 
requiring the same high academic competence in both fields. 
9 See Goehr, Lydia: The Quest For Voice. On Music, Politics, and the Limits of Philosophy, Oxford-
New York: Oxford University Press, (1998) 2002. 
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the circle of scholars around the journal Representations. To grasp the complexity of 

the relationship between nationalism and music and the larger political, social and 

historical context the thesis uses as theoretical framework the ideas of System Theory 

and complexity sciences. It will give special attention to Even-Zohar’s Polysystem 

Theory10 and Niklas Luhmann’s ideas about the nature of social systems11.  

As a cultural historical work following the tradition set by Peter Burke12 and Lynn 

Hunt13 I aim to give a thick description14 of the development of the nineteenth-century 

Hungarian and Romanian national consciousness. I focus on music as a cultural 

practice with a special emphasis on the institutionalisation of musical culture in order 

to reveal music’s role in nation-building processes and in shaping the nineteenth-

century public sphere15. By applying a new perspective on the topics of music and 

opera as well as the problem of nationalism, this dissertation hopes to contribute with 

fruitful insights both for the field of musicology and the study of nationalities. One 

the one hand, the re-contextualisation of the concepts of national music and national 

opera and of some Hungarian and Romanian examples, throws light on the 

ideological nature of music history writing and the formation of musical canon. On 

the other hand, the “thick description” of Romanian and Hungarian musical and 

operatic cultures demonstrates that music and opera played a vital role in forming 

national consciousness.  

One of the core premises of this dissertation is that nineteenth-century national 

music was in a high degree contingent on political and ideological factors and cannot 

be understood within an isolated musicological framework.16 At the same time, the 

formation of national identity and national consciousness owes much more to culture 

                                                
10 See the special edition of the journal Poetics Today vol. 11, no.1, (Spring, 1990) on Polysystem 
Studies edited by Itamar Even-Zohar.  
11 See Niklas Luhmann’s volume Essays on Self-Reference (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1990). 
12 Burke, Peter: What is Cultural History?, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004. 
13 Hunt, Lynn: The New Cultural History, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989 and Beyond 
the Cultural Turn: new directions in the study of society and culture, (eds.) Victory E. Bonnell, Lynn 
Hunt, Richard Biernacki, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999.  
14 I use the concept of thick description in the sense of Clifford Geertz presented in his book The 
Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973). 
15 I draw on the theories about public sphere as developed by Jürgen Habermas in The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere (trans. Thomas Burger and Frederick Lawrence, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1989).    
16 In this respect the thesis relies on Carl Dahlhaus’s ideas about the musical, who denies the existence 
of “pure musical”, discredits the possibility of a sharp distinction between “musical” and “extra-
musical”, and furthermore emphasises the role of language and discourse in the musical perception. 
(Dahlhaus, Carl and Eggebrecht, Hans Heinrich: Was ist Musik?, Wilhelmshaven, Amsterdam: 
Heinrichtshofen, 1985.)  
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and cultural practices than is generally realised in the critical studies on nationalism. 

Therefore I wish to accentuate the role of the cultivation of culture – in the sense Joep 

Leerssen defined this idea17 – in shaping national thought in nineteenth-century 

Europe. Cultivating music in the public sphere and cultivating the idea of the nation in 

the realm of music were two inseparable tendencies in the nineteenth century.  

 

1.3 Theoretical framework 

 

One of the greatest achievements of New Historicism is that it managed to bring 

under a common denominator cultural practices and socio-political trends of a certain 

period without relapsing in the ideological act of trying to reconstruct its essence and 

its spirit, in other words to grasp the Zeitgeist. Instead of describing one single 

coherent force that would have shaped a unified world-view held by a whole 

population or social class, New Historicism regards society a site where antagonistic 

forces are active and where the multiplicity of discourses, customs and codes define 

the intellectual and political map of a historical period. The other advantage of New 

Historicism is its open character, which instead of strictly separating the different 

cultural, social or political fields emphasises their interrelation and structural 

connectedness. Contrary to New Criticism or Structuralism, which ascribe total 

aesthetic autonomy to artistic products, New Historicism positions works of art in 

their historical, socio-political and cultural context. However, it does not reduce art to 

a simple signifier of a referent in reality, but stresses the dynamic relationship 

between art and its context of creation and reception, in which art does not only 

reflect an age’s social and political reality but rather it shapes its epistemological 

orientation. Historical reality is not seen as the cause of the work, but the work and 

history are set in dialectic relationship with each other: the work of art is regarded 

both a product and producer of epistemological assumptions.  

These working assumptions of New Historicism about the dynamic nature of 

culture and the plurality of meaning are also the theoretical framework of this thesis. 

Instead of regarding national operas as reflections of the nationalistic ideologies of 

their age – as both musicologists and social scientists often claim – the thesis is going 

to discuss national operas as mediators of history and ideology rather than simply 

                                                
17 Leerssen, Joep: ”Nationalism and the cultivation of culture”, In. Nations and Nationalism 12 (4), 
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reflections of something “out there”. Therefore the accent of the research will fall on 

the mediation between the socio-political reality and art, rather than on the influence 

of “underlying” social practices. Following the tradition set by New Historicist 

scholars the dissertation is going to apply the Geertzian “thick description” to analyse 

and highlight the specificity of a particular historical and cultural situation. Pointing 

out the historicity of texts and the textuality of history I wish to emphasise the 

fluctuating interactive dynamism of art and society, culture and politics.  

While stressing the importance of social and political processes I do not regard 

them as prior or determining “base” of cultural products. Instead of the classical 

Marxist “base-superstructure” model, I approach the “extracultural” dimension of art 

as being shaped and defined by cultural practices and production. However, the thesis 

is going to bring under close scrutiny certain political and social phenomena of the 

nineteenth-century Central Europe, the theoretical framework is primarily oriented 

towards an anthropological perception of history.  

E.H. Carr in his well-known volume entitled What is History? stipulated that “the 

more sociological history becomes, and the more historical sociology becomes, the 

better for both.”18 At that time it was a provocative proposition addressed to his 

fellow historians, who held the conservative view according to which history meant 

first of all political history. On the other hand sociologists were also segregated in 

their scholarly institutions founded mostly to research the social problems of the 

present. However, since 1961 when Carr expressed the need for an interdisciplinary 

cooperation, both social history and historical sociology evolved into well-

established, cross-fertilising, important academic fields.  

Analogously, I believe that the more cultural history becomes, and the more 

historical Cultural Studies become, the better for both. In the last decade culture 

began to gain more and more ground in historical studies and vice versa, history 

seeped in the topics of Cultural Studies. However, papers about cultural topics are still 

uncommon in traditional history journals. Hayden White complains in his essay The 

Burden of History about what he calls the “Fabian tactic” of historians. Historians on 

the one hand defend their discipline from hard-core sociologists, who reproached 

them the softness of their methods, calling history a kind of semi-science different 

from the experimental or mathematical fields of study. On the other hand, they 

                                                                                                                                       
2006, 559-578. 
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themselves often accuse the more culturally oriented colleagues of airy, superficial 

scholarship.19 However, the comfortable epistemological neutral middle ground 

claimed by historians does not exist according to White. He concludes: “history can 

serve to humanise experience only if it remains sensitive to the more general world of 

thought and action from which it proceeds and to which it returns.”20  

Benedict Anderson already devoted much attention to culture and stressed the 

importance of the written cultural products in the development of nationalism. Joep 

Leerssen has also expressed a wish for a more cultural orientation of the studies of 

nationhood. Following the development of national thought from the Enlightenment, 

through the ideological and social upheavals of Romanticism until the present day, 

Leerssen stresses both the importance of a comparative perspective of European 

nationalism, and promotes the idea of a cultural emphasis in the study of nationalities. 

This thesis assumes the same theoretical perspective formulated by Joep Leerssen and 

considers nationalism “as something that emanates from the way people view and 

describe the world – in other words, as a cultural phenomenon, taking shape in the 

constant back-and-forth between material and political developments on the one hand, 

and intellectual and poetical reflection and articulation on the other.”21  

In musicology the social aspect of music has been stressed by such figures as 

Theodor Adorno and Carl Dahlhaus, nevertheless the cultural-historical 

interdisciplinary perspective was rarely to be found in musicological journals. Lately 

more and more musical scholars gave voice to the need of cultural orientation in their 

discipline. Several conferences proceedings were published on the cultural study of 

music.22 Joseph Kerman, McClary, Tomlinson, Kramer and Middleton represent this 

trend of “new musicology”. Culture also occupies an important role in the works of 

the ethnomusicologist Philip Bohlman, and the music historian and connoisseur of 

Russian music, Richard Taruskin.  

The statement that “music is more than notes” would have hardly been surprising 

for ancient Greek theorists of mousiké or for the medieval thinkers for whom music 

                                                                                                                                       
18 Carr, E.H.: What is History?, London: Macmillan, 1961, 84.  
19 White, Hayden: The Burden of History, In. Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism, 
Baltimore and London: John Hopkins University Press, (1978), 1985, 27-50, 27.  
20 Ibid. 50. 
21 Leerssen, Joep: National Thought in Europe, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006, 14. 
22 Two very remarkable of essays are The Cultural Study of Music (eds. Martin Clayton, Trevor 
Herbert, Richard Middleton), New York and London: Routledge, 2003, and The Musical Constructions 
of Nationalism. Essays on the History and Ideology of European Musical Culture 1800-1945, (eds. 
Harry White and Michael Murphy), Cork, Cork University Press, 2001. 
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was a kind of theological practice. But neither would it be strange for the Baroque 

theorists of Affektenlehre, not to speak about the Romantic musicians and writers, for 

whom music was the supreme expression of philosophical thoughts. Nevertheless, by 

the end of the nineteenth century the idea that music is “absolute” and “purely 

musical” prevailed in the thinking of the age. John Neubauer in his book The 

emancipation of music from language23 traces the history of music philosophy in 

European thinking and shows that music cannot be separated from the other aspects of 

culture, which shape and define its course. Music has especially been strongly 

interwoven with discourse and cultural practices. The thesis draws on Neubauer’s 

observations in situating the study of the creation and perception of music in a 

dynamic interactive space between words and notes, between cultural phenomena and 

social practices.  

But how can one actually interpret and link together the different aspects of music 

and nationalism studies? How can such an investigation be more than only a 

juxtaposition of historical, political, sociological and aesthetic concerns of the topic? 

Which is a suitable framework that makes it possible to describe the actual 

interconnectedness and interplay of these different aspects of history? One of the 

models that seem to be suitable for such a complex endeavour is system theory. 

System Theory studies the interdependence of a system’s components and its 

organisational structure. It aims to interpret and understand the interacting activity of 

the interdependent groups and elements and to grasp their relationship as a whole. 

System dynamics is a method for understanding the dynamic behaviour of complex 

systems. System thinking can successfully be applied to those cases when the 

behaviour of the system as a whole cannot be explained in terms of the behaviour of 

its parts. System theory was founded by Ludwig von Bertalanffy, Gregory Bateson 

Margaret Mead and other scholars in the 1950s and was by definition intended as an 

interdisciplinary theory. In the following years it was used and developed by 

cybernetics and complexity sciences. Besides its use in the computational and 

mathematic sciences system theory had also been applied in sociology and recently in 

humanities, especially literary and translation studies.  

Niklas Luhmann is the best-known sociologist who introduced systemic thinking 

in the social sciences. He regarded social systems as self-creating (self-organising) or 

                                                
23 Neubauer, John: The Emancipation of Music from Language, New Haven-London: Yale University 
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autopoietic24 systems, which use communication as their particular mode of 

autopoietic reproduction. Luhmann defines communication as a synthesis of 

information, utterance and understanding. The network of communication reproduces 

this synthesis. Self-referentiality and self-observation are also important characteristic 

of social systems, which contributes to its recursive dynamics and to its high degree 

of complexity. Memory plays a vital role in this autopoietic recursive mode of 

operation, since it is through memory that the systems maintain their structure-

generating power. According to Luhmann we can regard works of art as compact 

communications or as programs for innumerable communications about the work of 

art. Style connects different works of art and thereby makes the autopoiesis of art 

possible. “Style functions as the level of contact between the system of art and its 

social environment.”25  

In the field of literary studies system theory was introduced by Itamar Even-Zohar 

and other members of the research group at the Tel Aviv University, such as Gideon 

Toury, Zohar Shavit, and Rakefet Sheffy in the 1960s. This school’s working method 

became to be known as Polysystem Theory. Even-Zohar was attracted to what he calls 

Dynamic Functionalism of both Russian Formalism and the Jakobsonian branch of 

Structuralism. Therefore Polysystem Theory is a functionalist approach to semiotic 

phenomena as belonging to one or more systems, analyses the phenomena in terms of 

their functions and mutual relations.  

 
“The idea that semiotic phenomena, i.e., sign-governed human patterns of communication (such as 

culture, literature, society), could more adequately be understood and studied if regarded as systems 

rather than conglomerates of disparate elements. (…) The term “polysystem” is more than just a 

terminological convention. Its purpose is to make explicit the conception of a system as dynamic and 

heterogeneous in opposition to the synchronistic approach. It thus emphasizes the multiplicity of 

intersections and hence the greater complexity of structuredness involved.”26  

 

                                                                                                                                       
Press, 1986. 
24 Luhmann borrowed the term of autopoiesis from Humberto Maturana, who described with the word 
the dynamism of living organisations like cells, which recursively, through interaction, reproduce their 
own components. (MATURANA, Humberto: “Autopoiesis”, In. A Theory of Living Organisation, ed. 
M. Zeleny, New York: North Holland, 1981.)   
25 Luhmann, Niklas: Essays on Self-Reference, New York: Columbia University Press, 1990, 204. 
26 Even-Zohar, Itamar: “Polysystem Theory”, In. Poetics Today vol. 11, no.1, (Spring, 1990), 9-26, 9, 
12.  
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Even-Zohar adapted Jakobson’s model of communication, replacing the Jakobsonian 

concepts with new categories that influence culture in general. Thus the following 

scheme was constructed27:  

 

 
 

The CONSUMER can consume a PRODUCT created by the PRODUCER, 

but in order for the product to be generated and consumed a common REPERTOIRE 

is needed, which is determined on the one hand by the INSTITUTION, on the other 

hand by the MARKET where such goods are transmitted.28 The only significant 

alteration made by Even-Zohar in the original Jakobsonian model is the substitution 

of the context, which suggests something outside of the phenomena29, for institution, 

which is internal to the system. Institutions are academies, universities, theatres or 

opera houses, and the press. The revolutionary innovation of Even-Zohar’s model is 

that he includes the “context” – social, political or cultural – as being internal to the 

process of artistic creation, and thus art itself is also not a product of secluded ivory 

towers, but is seen as internal cultural act and practice of the society at large. The 

dissertation adapts both Luhmann’s and Even-Zohar’s hypothesises, and pursues to 

outline a system theory based on cultural and social dynamism that hopes to 

contribute to an innovative understanding of the concepts of the nation and national 

cultures. It is going to view the nation as a complex, dynamic, and open system. This 

is the opposite of the prevailing view about the nation as an organically growing, 

closed, static and linear formation. Art as a form of cultural practice functions as an 

important mechanism in the reproduction and renewal of those cognitive patterns that 

play a role in the maintenance of the nation. Therefore art and artistic institutions (e.g. 

opera) are legitimate and suitable subjects of the study of nationhood. 

                                                
27 Jakobson’s terms are in parentheses. 
28 Even-Zohar, 31. 
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1.4 Why opera matters?  

 

Opera enjoyed an immense popularity in nineteenth-century Europe. It became 

more available for the public than ever before. In earlier centuries opera was the 

entertainment of the nobility and was founded and financed either by royal courts, or 

by wealthy aristocrats. Nevertheless, in the nineteenth century public opera houses 

were built. Besides the nobility we can find in the audience the ever-growing strata of 

bourgeoisie and cosmopolitan intelligentsia. What earlier had been the symbolic space 

of aristocracy, in the nineteenth century was also inhabited by the “common people”. 

No wonder that in Paris before the storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789 the 

revolutionary crowd invaded the Opéra. “Because the Parisians of that time regarded 

opera as elite entertainment, their revenge was to demand that all performances be 

cancelled. For the next nine days, both Opéra and the Opéra-Comique remained dark. 

When they reopened, their themes began to change radically. Instead of libretti that 

celebrated beloved rulers, selfless aristocrats, and benevolent clergy, stories of heroic 

commoners, rescues from evil officials (e.g. Fidelio), and struggles against the 

severity of Church authorities began to appear. So strong was opera’s influence that 

the French insurgents felt the need to block its conservative message and replace it 

with performances that advanced their revolutionary program.”30 

The Belgian revolution of independence in 1830 was instigated by a performance 

of Auber’s opera La muette de Portici in Brussels. The name of the Italian opera 

composer, Giuseppe Verdi, became the acronym of Vittorio Emannuelle Re d’Italia, 

and his operas had a significant role in the Risorgimento. In 1843, after the first 

hugely successful performance of Verdi’s I Lombardi in Milan, the chorus “O 

Signore, dal tetto natio” was immediately adopted as a patriotic anthem, just like a 

year earlier the chorus “Va pensiero” from the Nabucco. However, the success of 

these choruses are in great part indebted to the enthusiastic verses written by the 

librettist Temistocle Solera, who was known as an ardent patriotic writer in Verdi’s 

time.  

Verdi had to change the settings of his Un ballo in maschera (1859), because the 

censors did not allow him to present on the stage a scene of regicide. Originally the 

                                                                                                                                       
29 In the Jakobsonian model the context is a kind of referent. 
30 Rabb, Theodore K.: Opera, Musicology, and History, In. Journal of Interdisciplinary History 36/3, 
322. 
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opera was based on the true story of the murder of Gustavus III of Sweden, who was 

shot at a masked ball in Stockholm on March 16, 1792. Because on January 14, 1858 

Felice Orsini made an attempt on the life of Napoléon III, the authorities of Bourbon-

ruled Naples disapproved of an opera about a regicide. First Verdi refused to make 

any changes in his opera, and the performance of Un ballo was cancelled, which 

caused upheavals among the people and thousand protesters went to the streets of 

Naples crying out “Viva Verdi!”. Verdi’s decision of not compromising with the 

authorities was seen as a symbolic act of resistance against the oppressing power. 

However, later Verdi altered the settings of the opera for a performance in Rome. He 

relocated it from Stockholm to the distant Boston, and the social position of the 

protagonist to be killed at the end, was also changed from king to a colonial governor.  

Carl Maria von Weber’s opera Der Freischütz became associated with the 

performance of the German spirit of the stage, partly due to the fact that it was the 

opening performance of the Neue Schauspielhaus in Berlin conceived by Karl 

Friedrich Schinkel. In that design the royal box had disappeared, suggesting the new 

ideals of a democratic society, and by widening the traditional horse shoe-shape stage 

into a broader scene the actors came closer to the audience. In this way the audience 

could “inter-act” with the players and experience the feeling that they themselves are 

also “in the play”. The success of the opening performance in Schinkel’s new theatre 

had almost been granted from the beginning by its architectural design. The convivial 

atmosphere (Gemütlichkeit) and folk-like character of Der Freischütz were literally 

brought closer to the people simply by the innovative architecture. Later in the 

nineteenth century there was the uniquely controversial figure of Richard Wagner. His 

musical dramas were received as operatic representations of German nationalism and 

they can still provoke strong emotions from the public because of their history of 

reception especially in the Third Reich.  

In Hungary a public debate known as the “opera war” broke out in the 1840s 

between the patriots preferring traditional prose theatre and the opera-loving public. 

The patriots considered opera a cosmopolitan art-form and were afraid that would 

lead both to the bankruptcy of the prose theatre (set up in the service of nationalistic 

goals), and to the decay of national consciousness. However, the opera-loving 

patriotic public had its say and by the revolution of 1848 every performance given at 

the national theatre was an opera or melodrama. During the revolution and war of 

independence in 1848-1849 the choruses from Ferenc Erkel’s operas were adopted as 
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patriotic anthems of the national movements sung by thousands of anti-Habsburg 

protesters. The audience had often interrupted the prose theatre performances during 

the days of the revolution demanding patriotic songs from the actors. 

How and why could opera gain such importance in the nineteenth century? To 

begin with, the general political and social trends of the day were represented in the 

operas. Instead of gods (e.g. Orpheo), kings(e.g. L’incoronazione di Poppea) or 

aristocrats (e.g. Don Giovanni) nineteenth-century operas presented the life of 

common people often suffering from aristocratic or royal oppression (e.g. Fidelio) or 

entire nations suffering from a tyranny (e.g. Guillaume Tell, Don Carlo, Nabucco). 

The libretti, the musical texture and the settings also played a vital role in 

popularising opera all over Europe. While earlier the language of the libretti was 

either Italian or French and rarely German, from the early nineteenth century the 

textual component of the operas are written in new vernacular languages: Hungarian, 

Czech, Romanian, Croatian, Serb, Greek, Danish or Swedish. The music was 

intentionally drawing on local folk songs or dances that also enhanced the spirit of the 

public who recognised their everyday rites and entertainment presented on the stage 

as “high art”. The setting of the plots was deliberately folk-like (couleur locale), 

imitating village life, reflecting the local culture and rustic nostalgia of the public. All 

these factors contributed to diminishing the gap between the stage and the audience, 

between high culture and low culture, the people’s life and the representation of their 

everyday reality. However, opera was more than only a representation of socio-

political reality. It actually functioned as an active agent influencing the social and 

political atmosphere of the time.  

 In this study I shall analyse the relation between opera as a cultural practice and 

the development of national consciousness in Hungary and Romania during the 

nineteenth century as embedded in this European intellectual background. What was 

the significance of the opera in the nation-building processes? Which operas were 

regarded as national operas and why? What kind of nation-building strategies and 

national representations can a cultural and poetical analysis of these national operas 

reveal?  

Four operas are going to be scrutinised: two Hungarian operas dealing with 

foreign (Habsburg) oppression, László Hunyadi (1844) and Bánk bán (1861) 

composed by Ferenc Erkel, and two Romanian operas, both representing the figure of 

the Romanian national hero Michael the Brave (1558-1601).  Mihai Viteazul –
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Romanian Michael the Brave – was a symbol of national liberation from the Ottoman 

Empire and the embodiment of Romanian unity (because he managed for the first 

time to rule over Wallachia, Moldova and Transylvania). The first opera, Mihai 

Bravul în ajunul bătăliei de la Călugăreni was composed by Ion Andrei Wachmann 

(1807-1863) in 1848. The other dates from 1858 and was composed by Julius 

Schulzer (?-1891). Erkel’s Hunyadi László relates the story of László Hunyadi (1433-

1457), the older brother of King Matthias Hunyadi (1443-1490), who was betrayed 

and decapitated by the Habsburg King Ladislaus V (1440-1457). Bánk bán is the 

opera adaptation of a Hungarian drama with the same title written by József Katona 

(1791-1830), which had already been very popular and regarded as national drama 

before Erkel’s work.  It tells the story of the conflict between the Hungarian 

aristocrats and Queen Gertrude of Merania (Istria) (1185-1213), who ruled the 

country while her husband King Andrew II (1775-1235) went to war in Galicia. The 

Hungarian nobility’s discontent with Queen Gertrude’s reign ended with her murder 

by rebels in 1213.  

One axis of comparison is chronological: the first Romanian opera about Mihai 

Bravul by Wachmann and Erkel’ Hunyadi László were written in the upheaval of the 

revolution of 1848, Bánk bán and Sulzer’s Mihai Bravul were composed later. I am to 

demonstrate the similarities and differences between the representations of the pre-

revolutionary Hungarian and Romanian national images as compared to post-

revolutionary national rhetoric. The other axis of comparison is the development of 

the protagonists’ image in the national imagination. How and by what means could 

they get the shape of national heroes? Scrutinising these operas we might gain insight 

not only into the specific national cultures, but also into the larger cultural and 

political picture of the Habsburg Monarchy and in the relationship of its component 

nations.   

 

1.5 The structure of this dissertation 

 

After this introduction presenting the aims, methods and theoretical premises the 

thesis contains nine more chapters. These are organised thematically around nodal 

issues concerning the relation of cultural and political practices in general, and opera 

and nation-building processes in particular in nineteenth-century Europe.   
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Chapter One, Nations as Imagined and Imagining Communities, focuses on 

the different theories of nationhood, and it aims to point out on the one hand, the 

longevity of nationalism mainly based on the arguments of Anthony D. Smith and his 

theory about the ethnic roots of the national identity, on the other hand, it wishes to 

account for the dynamism of the nation concept in the different ethnic communities. 

By examining the notions of ethnos, gentes, and polis in the antiquity and early 

Middle Ages, the chapter attempts to emphasise and trace their endurance and to point 

out that some of these old forms of identity can actually be revealed later in some 

parts of Europe. It also wishes to emphasise that since the antiquity the nation appears 

as a cultural political construction. The roots of the earliest forms of national identity 

are not based on some kind of natural or organic knowledge of racial commonality, 

but on the contrary, they are the result of a political and cultural cohesion based on 

social and cultural practice, shared values and common narrative.  

Chapter Two, Music, Opera and Nationalism, concentrates on the historical 

development of the concepts of national music and national opera and their relation to 

the nineteenth-century national movements. First it presents the different theories 

about the development of the idea of the nation in music. Then it endeavours to cast 

new light on the topic and discuss national opera and music as sound sites of 

nineteenth-century European nationalism while illustrating the theoretical approach 

with a well-known piece of the Hungarian national musical repertoire popularised in 

Europe mainly by Berlioz’s Faust Symphony: the Rákóczy March.  

Chapter Three, National Opera and the Recycling of Cultural Memory, presents 

the role of historical consciousness in national narratives with a special focus on the 

recycling of history in nineteenth-century national operas. Nineteenth-century theatre 

and opera became lieux de mémoire and thus important arenas for the re-enactment of 

cultural memories.  

Chapter Four, Conceptualising National Music in Hungary and Romania. Music 

in Discourse and Practice, investigates the role of the discourse and practice in 

creating national operas and national music and analyses the impact of their interplay 

on the modern national consciousness. Through several examples it wishes to 

demonstrate that national music was not simply a matter of discourse – thus not only 

something created by the rhetoric of the nineteenth century press and national 

ideologies – but a product of the interaction between the already existing musical 



 21 

practices and their reception and reflection in the discourses and the public sphere of 

the nineteenth century.   

Chapter Five, Tu Felix Austria? – The Habsburg Monarchy and the 

development of the Romanian and Hungarian National Consciousness gives an 

overview of the development of the Hungarian and Romanian national consciousness 

since their earliest forms of manifestation and representation until the mid nineteenth 

century. The chapter focuses on the role of the language and historical awareness in 

the progress of national consciousness. It argues on the ground of several examples 

that the national identity should be understood as an entangled process of histoire 

croisée that is being shaped through a series of transfers and intra- and intercultural 

re-mediations. It sets the analysis in the greater contexts of the Habsburg Empire in 

order to point out that instead of the traditional centre-periphery opposition more 

attention should be given to the peripheries and to the transition between the 

peripheries towards the centre in order to account for change and cultural dynamism. 

Chapter Six, The Role of the Theatre in Shaping National Imagination analyses 

the role of the theatre in disseminating cultural memory during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century and its function in creating a public sphere dominated by the 

patterns of the national collective identity. Theatre was paving the way for the 

reception of the later national operas. The chapter focuses on the theatrical practices 

in Hungary and on the so-called opera war, through which it wishes to illustrate the 

existence of parallel national discourses and conflicting nation-building paradigms in 

the nineteenth-century Hungary.  

Chapter Seven, Querela Hungariae: László Hunyadi, Bánk bán Variations on a 

National Theme claims that these operas were able to exert a serious impact on the 

nineteenth-century Hungarian public because they re-enacted, recycled and re-

contextualised already existing patterns of the cultural memory and historical 

consciousness. These operas could successfully symbolise and influence the 

Hungarian national thought, because of the interaction between the represented 

historical layers conveyed both on the textual and on the musical level.  

Chapter Eight, Mihai Viteazul as Nation-Builder in Romanian National 

Imagination, analyses the relation between the first Romanian national opera, Mihai 

Bravul în ajunul bătăliei de la Călugăreni and the existing Romanian cultural 

practices. It aims to give a “thick-description” of the development of the Romanian 
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national thought by examining the changes in the historical representation of the 

figure of Mihai Viteazul, the title protagonist of the opera.  

Chapter Nine, The Voice of the People: The Role of the Chorus in Nineteenth-

Century Operas argues that the use of singing choruses and crowd scenes marked a 

fundamental change in the structure of the nineteenth-century operas. It contributed 

both to the transformations of the opera houses into a national venue, and to the 

dissemination of these operas and their nationalistic message in the public sphere. 

While using a larger scope and a broader context, interdisciplinary enquiries 

usually have to face the danger of being academically uneven, missing in-depth vision 

because of the lack of equally high-level expertise in all the involved disciplines. I 

have to admit that my dissertation is also characterised by these shortcoming. 

Nevertheless, I still hope to compensate the deficit of disciplinary precision with the 

novelty of the perspective and the convincing presentation and analysis of historical 

facts that would support my research questions.  



 23 

Chapter One 

 

Nations as Imagined and Imagining Communities 

 
“A community of interest is assuredly a powerful bond 
between men. Do interests, however, suffice to make a 
nation? I do not think so. Community of interest 
brings about trade agreements, but nationality has a 
sentimental side to it; it is both soul and body at once; 
a Zollverein' is not a patrie.” (Ernest Renan)31 

 

I.  What is in a name? – The complexities of nationalism 

 

Nations and nationalism is a prevailing and proliferating topic not only in the 

different academic studies in a wide range of disciplines, but also a recurrent issue of 

the daily press and media. The origins of nationalism are usually traced back to the 

French Revolution and to its Europe-wide political and social consequences. 

However, the history of nationalism goes much further back in history. Moreover, 

nationalism did not cease with the advent of post-modernism and globalisation: 

witness the disintegration of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in the last two decades, 

and other ongoing conflicts where nationalism still acts as a strong driving force. 

Nationalism is, therefore, more than just an academic concept or a myth that prevailed 

in the past. On the contrary, it is an everyday reality that still painfully affects the 

lives of many people all over the world. 

Nationalism is the hydra of history: when we think it has vanished, it pops up 

in another time or place. It is a many-faceted complex phenomenon with political, 

economic, social, cultural and religious extensions. Its manifestations vary both in 

time and space: European nationalism is different from the South American one, or 

from the post-colonial nation-building strides in India or Africa, just as the 

nineteenth-century European national movements differ from their twentieth-century 

counterparts.  

In spite of all the particularities, nationalism is a worldwide phenomenon that 

should be studied in an inter-cultural and inter-disciplinary historical and geopolitical 

context. Inter-cultural, because nationalism always involves at least two antagonistic 

                                                
31Renan, Ernest: "What is a Nation?" (Qu'est-ce qu'une nation?) In. The Nationalism Reader, (Eds. 
Omar Dahbour and Micheline R. Ishay), New York: Humanity Books, 1995, 143-155.  



 24 

interests competing with each other, and inter-disciplinary because it’s complexity 

and therefore it should not be reduced to one component only. Nationalism can hardly 

be squeezed in universal patterns, but the construction of a general model of 

interpretation would be useful and feasible as long as it can account for the temporal 

and spatial differences. 

History, or, more precisely, the historicity of the concept, should be considered 

a vital factor in understanding contemporary manifestations of nationalism. For 

example, we have to look back in history in order to understand the nature and 

specificity of the current problems in Kosovo, which used to be a province of Serbia 

but has now declared its independence. Only within this historical perspective are we 

able to realise the current rise of nationalism in the region. Similarly, to comprehend 

nineteenth-century Hungarian nationalism we should analyse first how the concept of 

the nation has been developed and interpreted throughout the ages in Hungarian 

history. We have to consider the long pre-history of Hungary within the Habsburg 

Empire and its relation to the neighbouring countries. Of course this does not mean 

that a diachronic account must precede every case study, or that it is impossible to 

focus only on one aspect of nationalism. Nevertheless, scholarly investigations must 

be aware of the historicity of the nation concept.  

I shall examine in this study the interrelationship between opera and the 

development of nineteenth-century national consciousness as it relates to two East-

Central European cultures: Hungary and Romania. I shall argue that cultural practices 

and cultural memory had a crucial role not only in actively influencing the nineteenth-

century nationalist movements, but also in shaping and preserving certain forms of 

national consciousness. In one form or another, ethnic and national group identities 

have been constantly present in Europe, even though they have not always found their 

political materialisation.  

However, this ethnic or national identity and its discursive construction show a 

wide range of varieties. The historical repository of symbols for creating and 

accentuating national identity has been constantly changing. For example, nineteenth-

century national consciousness differs from the nationalism of the seventeenth-

century. Nevertheless, there are recurring elements, whose context-bound historicity 

has to be analysed in order to gain an insight in the general nature of nationalism. By 

arguing that nationalism is a recurrent historical phenomenon that assumes very 

different forms I have reservations about the modernist theoretical paradigm 
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associated with the name of Ernest Gellner, according to which nationalism is an 

epiphenomenon of modern social developments. Instead, I shall focus on the 

controversial quality of nationalism, on its different media, and how the media shaped 

the nature of nationalist ideologies, as well as on the variations and similarities of its 

diverse patterns. 

I shall first present a theoretical context for the methodological approach to 

nationalism, and I shall follow this with concrete case studies that focus on the 

particularities in the development of the Hungarian and Romanian national 

consciousness in the Habsburg Empire, and their nineteenth-century relation to the 

theatre and opera as medium. Opera as a form of public sphere in Jürgen Habermas’s 

sense contributed not only to the spreading of the national idea all over Europe, but, 

as a medium, it also co-determined its quality and its particular manifestations. 

Nineteenth-century music, opera and theatre became most productive media for 

cultural recycling. After exploring the patterns and dynamism of this cultural 

recycling the last chapter of the thesis is going to sketch a general theoretical model of 

nationalism and to argue that culture – interpreted as a dynamic process rather than an 

entity – played a vital role in creating, mobilising and maintaining national 

consciousness.   

  

II.  Theoretical paradigms in the study of nationhood 

  

Ernest Renan (1823-1892) gave one of the best-known and widely used 

definitions of the nation in What is a nation? (Qu'est-ce qu'une nation?), a lecture 

delivered at the Sorbonne in 1882. Renan’s introduction emphasises the complexity of 

the nation concepts and its many (mis)interpretations. After giving an overview of the 

many types and kinds of identity (tribal, religious, linguistic, ethnic, etc.) found 

among the various human groups in the world, Renan traces the historical 

development of the modern nations from the disintegration of the Roman and the 

Carolingian Empires until his own days, claiming that France, England, Germany and 

Russia are going to be the decisive powers in Europe, though neither of them could 

become absolutely dominant over the rest. In the second part of his paper Renan 

convincingly points out that neither ethnographic research on language or religion nor 

geography can be considered proper grounds for identifying what a nation is. In the 

third section he attempts to give a definition: 
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“A nation is therefore a large-scale solidarity, constituted by the feeling of the sacrifices that 

one has made in the past and of those that one is prepared to make in the future. It presupposes 

a past; it is summarised, however, in the present by a tangible fact, namely, consent, the 

clearly expressed desire to continue a common life. A nation's existence is, if you will pardon 

the metaphor, a daily plebiscite, just as an individual's existence is a perpetual affirmation of 

life. That, I know full well, is less metaphysical than divine right and less brutal than so-called 

historical right. According to the ideas that I am outlining to you, a nation has no more right 

than a king does to say to a province: 'You belong to me, I am seizing you.' A province, as far 

as 1 am concerned, is its inhabitants; if anyone has the right to be consulted in such an affair, it 

is the inhabitant. A nation never has any real interest in annexing or holding on to a country 

against its will. The wish of nations is, all in all, the sole legitimate criterion, the one to which 

one must always return.”32 

 

This definition concentrates on social legacy instead of political claims or a 

natural law. Renan bequeaths the right of deciding the existence or extinction of a 

nation to the people, who carry the common “moral consciousness” of a nation. He 

has a visionary foresight in believing that a “European confederation” will very 

probably replace the nations.” However, nations would not completely disappear: 
 

“Through their various and often opposed powers, nations participate in the common work of 

civilisation; each sounds a note in the great concert of humanity, which, after all, is the highest 

ideal reality that we are capable of attaining.”33 

 

Renan’s attractive, wise, scholarly and visionary approach to the problem of 

nationhood cannot, however, account for ethnic conflicts, ethnic cleansing or such 

complicated situations, when people belonging to different nationality live within the 

territory of a single state that is striving for national uniformity and is willing to 

accomplish this through radically violent (or less-violent but nevertheless socially and 

culturally destructive) means. Ideal cohabitation, in which all the inhabitants have a 

common will as to which nation should rule a region are rare indeed. 

Renan was a major inspiration for the scholars of nationhood in the twentieth 

century. However controversial, his ideas were regarded as a point of departure for all 

the major schools in the field of nation studies. Anthony D. Smith labels the three 

                                                
32 Renan, 150. 
33 Ibid. 
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most significant approaches to the problem of nationalism as modernist, primordialist 

and perrenialist.34  

The modernists group can further be divided into two subcategories: the first 

one departs from the economic bases of modern society to explain the ubiquity of 

nations. According to this view, ever since the sixteenth century certain “core” states 

have been able to exploit the initial advantages of early market capitalism and a strong 

administrative apparatus, at the expense of the periphery and semi-periphery. Later 

their own boundaries “at home”, the core states were exploiting over several centuries 

ethnic hinterlands and peripheral communities, and such an exploitation increased 

with the rapid growth of economic intercourse generated by industrialisation. No 

wonder, then, that we are witnessing today protest movements by the Scot the Welsh, 

the Corsican, the Basque, the Catalan and other communities. The second group of 

modernists tends to include a political dimension in its analysis. Its general opinion is 

that ethnic and national units afford a perfect ground for the worldwide elite to 

struggle for wealth, power and prestige. According to this view, ethnicity is merely 

instrumental. It has really nothing to do with those cultural issues that its spokesmen 

raise.  

Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm and Benedict Anderson are the three of most 

prominent representatives of the modernists. Gellner was an ardent supporter of the 

view that nation and nationalism are recent developments of the modern growth-

oriented society. Pre-modern societies were divided by strict cultural lines into food-

producing masses and elites, which had no contact or common ideology. It was only 

in the beginning of modern industrialisation that the state needed a general ideology 

to mobilise a greater percentage of its population in order to function. 

According to Hobsbawm, studies of nationalism should begin with the concept 

of the nation and its history, instead of trying to give a definition of “the nation” as a 

unit of reality. He claims that nationalism was a bottom-up social movement and the 

ideology of nationalism was not imposed on the people by the social and political 

elite. When studying nationalism it is crucial to understand the thoughts and needs of 

the people, who are necessary national, but not necessary nationalists:  
 

“We cannot assume that for most people national identification - when it exists - excludes or is 

always or ever superior to, the remainder of the set of identifications which constitute the 

                                                
34 Smith, Anthony D.: The Ethnic Origins of Nations. Oxford, Blackwell, 1999, 13. 
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social being. In fact, it is always combined with identifications of another kind, even when it is 

felt to be superior to them. Thirdly, national identification and what it is believed to imply, can 

change and shift in time, even in the course of quite short periods. In my judgement this is the 

area of national studies in which, thinking and research are most urgently needed today.” 35 

 

Hobsbawm perceives a nation in terms of political state. A nation is a social entity 

only insofar as it relates to a modern territorial (political established) state, “the nation 

state”; otherwise, Hobsbawm argues, it is pointless to discuss nations and nationality. 

The scrutiny of the mechanisms leading to the formation of nation states has to 

precede, therefore, the study of “the nation” as a unit of reality. The study of 

nationalism has to pave the way for a study of the nation. 

Anderson emphasises the role of the printed press and literature in the 

emergence of nationalism, which he claims to be a modern invention. The nation 

itself he regards as an imagined community. Anderson’s theory links the spreading of 

the vernacular language with the formation of national consciousness, a linkage we 

can also find in the field of musical practice: 

 
“The earliest musical genres to be disseminated primarily through print were the vernacular 

song genres of the early 16th century. (…) Vernacular song genres differed markedly, like their 

languages, from country to country, in contrast with the international ‘Franco-Flemish’ idiom 

of sacred music. (…) During the 15th century, the word ‘chanson’ connoted an international 

courtly style, an aristocratic lingua franca. A French song in a fixed form might be written 

anywhere in Europe, by a composer of any nationality whether at home or abroad. The age of 

printing fathered a new style of French chanson – the one introduced by Attaingnant and 

associated with Claudin de Sermisy – that one was actually and distinctively French in the 

way the frotolla was Italian and the Hofweise setting (or Tenorlied) was German. Despite the 

fact that Sermisy was a court musician, the songs he composed for the voracious presses of 

Attaingnant were intended primarily as household music (and therefore bourgeois 

entertainment). The imagined community it served was not only a localised but also a 

significantly democratised community”.36 

 

Contrary to the modernists, the primordialists claim that nations and ethnic 

communities are the natural units of history and integral elements of the human 

experience. They stress the importance of primordial ties within society, such as 

                                                
35 Hobsbawm, Eric: Nations and Nationalism since 1780, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990, 11. 
36 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 690. 
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language, religion, race, and territory. A socio-biological version of this argument 

stipulates that ethnicity is an accumulated kinship. Furthermore, socio-biologist 

primordialists conclude that kinship was and will remain a natural dividing line 

between humans just like sex or geography. Hence there is nothing special about 

nationalism, nor is it likely to disappear. 

The primordialists maintain two things at the same time: that nations and 

nationalism are perennial and natural. The latter might entail the first, but not vice 

versa. To say that some forms of nations and nationalism always existed and possibly 

might exist in the future is not tantamount to regarding it natural too. In this way, a 

distinction can be made between perennialists and more radical primordialist.  

Considering all these views, a new group of scholars drew the conclusion that 

the most fruitful way to approach the problem of nationalism is a kind of synthesis of 

the perennialists and modernists. Anthony D. Smith, one of the leading figures of this 

school, argues in The Ethnic Origins of Nations that we should give much more 

attention to the continuity of nation-like formations and nationalist sentiments. He 

introduces into his analysis the concept of ethnicity or ethnie: 

 
“In rejecting the claims of both the modernists, who say that there is a radical break between 

pre-modern units and sentiments and modern nations and nationalism, and equally of the 

perennialists, who say that the latter are simply larger, updated versions of the pre-modern ties 

and sentiments, we look to the concept of the ethnie or ethnic community and its symbolism, 

to distance our analysis from the more sweeping claims on the other side. On the other hand, 

rejection of the modernists standpoint immediately concedes a greater measure of continuity 

between “traditional” and “modern”, “agrarian” and “industrial”, eras which many sociologists 

are prone to firmly dichotomise. Even if the brake is radical in some respects, in the sphere of 

culture it is not as all-encompassing and penetrative as was supposed, and this turn casts doubt 

on the explanatory value of concepts like “industrial society” or “capitalism” outside their 

economic context.”37 

 

Ethnies in Smith’s definition are the collective cultural units and sentiments of 

previous eras to the emergence of the nation states. Smith uses for his analysis of 

ethnie the concepts of identity, form, myth, symbol and communication codes. 

Considering that my present research intends to study artistic discourses within 

cultural, historical and, most of the time inevitably, political framework, Smith’s 

                                                
37 Smith, Anthony D.: The Ethnic Origins of Nations,13.  
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theory is in every respect a suitable starting point. Smith lays much emphasis on the 

myth-symbol unit, particularly on the so-called “mythomoteur” or constitutive myth 

of the ethnic policy, which actually forms the ideological body of identity: 

 
“The ‘core’ of ethnicity, as it has been transmitted in the historical record and as it shapes 

individual experience, resides in this quartet of ‘myths, memories, values and symbols’ and in 

the characteristic forms or styles and genres of certain historical configurations of populations. 

(…) In other words, the special qualities and durability of ethnie are to be found, neither in 

their ecological locations, not their class configurations, nor yet their military and political 

relationships, important as all these are for day-to-day experience and medium-term chances 

of survival of specific ethnic communities. Rather one has to look at the nature (forms and 

content) of their myths and symbols, their historical memories and central values, which we 

can summarise as the “myth-symbol” complex, at the mechanisms of their diffusion (or lack 

of it) through a given population, and their transmission to future generations, if one wishes to 

grasp the special character of ethnic identities. Because, (…) ethnicity is largely “mythic” and 

“symbolic” in character, and because myths, symbols, memories and values are ‘carried’ in 

and by forms and genres of artefacts and activities which change only very slowly, so ethnie, 

once formed, tend to be exceptionally durable”.38 

 

Further Smith maintains that  

 
“Demographic changes within the territory are less important than cultural ones. There may be 

an influx of new populations as a ruling minority, but the vital factor is a radical discontinuity 

in the ‘myth-symbol’ complex and mythomoteur of the majority population, such as occurred 

during the Islamization of Egypt after Arab conquest.”39 

 

Durkheim40 had already introduced the term ‘collective conscience’ referring to the 

shared moral values and emotional life in a society. Durkheim’s standpoint closely 

anticipates that of Smith’s, because it is halfway between the modernists’ and 

perrenialists’ view, and is suitable for capturing the subtle relationship between the 

ethnie and modern nations, respectively nationalism. Aviel Roshwald’s recent book 

The Endurance of Nationalism maintains a very similar view by contending that 

nationalism existed in antiquity, especially among Greeks and Jews, and these forms 

                                                
38 Ibid, 16. 
39 Ibid.  
40 See Durkheim, Emile: The Division of Labour in Society (trans. G. Simpson). New York, Free Press 
of Glencoe and London: Collier-Macmillan. 1967, 277-78, or  Durkheim, Emile: The Elementary 
Forms of the Religious Life (trans. J.Swain) London, Allen & Unwin, 1915. 
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of nationalism were not simply antecedents of their modern variants, but instead they 

can be seen as “paradigms that helped shape modern constructions of national 

identity”41. Through numerous case-studies and examples, using a comparative and 

synthetic method, Roshwald convincingly presents nationalism as a perennial 

phenomenon, whose special forms should be studied in a deep diachronic context, 

because only in this way can we understand the tension between undeniable historic 

change and the sense of a nation’s uniqueness and its persistent claim for continuity 

and tradition. This tension between change and longevity is responsible, according to 

Roshwald, for the endurance of nationalism. 

There are other typological distinctions between the different manifestations of 

nationalism as well. The most frequently used dichotomies are “Eastern European” 

vs. “Western European”, “civic” vs. “ethnic”, and “expansionist” vs. “emancipatory” 

nationalism. These categorisations are very much politically and socially oriented, but 

all of them are basically rooted in the modernist view. The role of culture in shaping 

national consciousness is treated only marginally in them. 

Nevertheless, the study of nationalism seems to have taken recently a “cultural 

turn”. Thus, for instance, Joep Leerssen proposes a cultural approach to the nation in 

National Thought in Europe. He argues that in order to understand the dynamism of 

European nineteenth-century national movements we should focus on what happened 

in the cultural arena of that time, when the “cultivation of culture” played a central 

role in shaping the national consciousness of the people. The quest for national roots, 

the enthusiastic search for finding – and in many cases inventing – a national tradition 

that fits the contemporary view of the nation, the urge for collecting folk songs and 

folk art in general, the ardent endeavour to record national histories, the impetus to 

write the grammars of national languages, histories of literature or music were all vital 

means in constructing modern national identities, which could be harmonised with the 

political aims of constructing nation states. Leerssen introduces therefore a cultural 

theory of nation-building that  
“traces nationalism as something that emanates from the way people view and describe the world – in 

other words, as a cultural phenomenon, taking shape in the constant back-and-forth between material 

and political developments on the one hand, and intellectual and poetical reflection and articulation on 

the other.”42 

                                                
41 Roshwald, Aviel: The Endurance of Nationalism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, 2. 
42 Leerssen, Joep: National Thought in Europe, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006, 14. 
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While Smith sought to locate nationalism in ethnic origins, Leerssen – as one 

of the founding fathers of the academic discipline of Imagology/Image studies – 

recommends the study of the traditions of ethnotypes, which are stereotypes of how 

we identify or view the others as opposed to ourselves. On this bases he wants “to 

complement the existing, primarily politically-oriented body of research, by an 

approach that thematises the constant interweaving of intellectual and discursive 

developments with social and political ones.”43 

My aim is also to study nationalism as a dynamic process that is created by the 

interaction of cultural, social and political factors. Largely drawing on Leerssen’s 

theories about national stereotypes and cultural dynamism, I go beyond both the 

modernist and the radical primordialist nation concepts, and approach nationalism as 

an enduring social and cultural practice not always necessarily directly linked to 

official policy making. Following the ideas of Smith and Roshwald, I agree that the 

ideas of nation and nationalism can actually be traced from antiquity and are therefore 

not entirely products of modernism. Nevertheless, the national idea took different 

shapes and forms throughout history. Not all the ethnic groups that are known as 

nations today did or could become nations simultaneously. It would be an error to try 

to formulate a general pattern for all the existing nations, since each of them had a 

different history and was shaped in a different context. Whether an ethnic community 

inhabiting a certain territory or a group of people becomes a nation or not, depends on 

several parameters, mostly on the international, geopolitical, and ideological factors. 

It would be inadequate to study a nation’s history in isolation, because such an 

approach could collapse into the repetition of national ideologies. Nationalism should 

rather be examined in an intercultural and international historical context that allows 

us to trace the dynamism of the nation idea. 

  

III.   Ethnos, Natio, Polis   

 

The ancient Greeks had already used specific words to distinguish between 

themselves and the “others”, who had different religion, spoke different language or 

lived in another cultural or social organisational system. The polis (city-state ruled by 

its body of citizens) and the ethnos (a tribal or cantonal state form) were two socio-

                                                
43 Ibid. 17. 
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political organisations that have been erroneously confused with each other in popular 

discourse. Polis and ethnos denote two completely different things, and were by no 

means synonyms in ancient Greece. They cannot be considered as the direct 

conceptual forerunners of either the European nations or modern democracies. 

However, the Renaissance has introduced an enthusiastic intellectual and historical 

quest and naïve admiration for the Greek political forms. The eighteenth and 

nineteenth-century esteem for the Greeks, especially in Germany, went hand in hand 

with the development of modern nationalism. One of the most eye-catching 

similarities between the ancient and the modern nation concepts is that they both 

consider culture as a determining factor: people sharing the same culture belong to the 

same political organisation. Anyone not belonging to the urban political organisation 

was considered outsider or barbarian, regardless of his Greek or non-Greek origins. 

On this cultural, and thus not biological, ground the Greeks discriminated against the 

Macedonians. It was not birth or race, but culture that actually proved to be crucial for 

these social organisations.44 

The word ethnos is not easy to define in neither of the modern languages.  

 
“The Greek term covers a variety of usages: we hear of ethnos etairōn, a band of comrades, or 

ethnos laōn, a host of men, in Iliad; of ethnos Achaiōn or Lukiōn, the tribe of Achaeans or 

Lycians, also in Homer, along with kluta ethnea nekrōn, glorious hosts of corpses/the dead, in 

the Odyssey; of ethnea melissōn or ornithōn, a swarm of bees or flock of birds, again in Iliad; 

ethnos anerōn or gunikōn, the race of men or women, in Pindar; and to Mēdikon ethnos, the 

Median people or nation, in Herodotus, as well as the Attic orators. We also find the term used 

of a particular caste or tribe, as the caste of heralds (ethnos kērukikōn) in Plato, or of sex, as to 

thēlu ethnos, women in Xenophon. Finally, the word came to be applied to Gentiles (ta ethniē) 

by the New Testament writers and Church Fathers, that is, all national groups except Christian 

and Jews”.45 

 

All these usages refer to a specific group of beings living or acting together in some 

kind of context or historical period, but not necessarily belonging to the same race or 

tribe. As we notice, the Greeks did not make a distinction between tribes or nations, 

bands or races; Herodotus suggests, for example, “that such “tribes” (genos) are sub-

                                                
44 See Weber, Max: “Τhe Patrician City in the Middle Ages and in Antiquity”, In. Economy and 
Society, (Eds. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich), New York: Bedminster: 1968, 1285-1290, and also 
“The Origin of Modern Capitalism”, In. Weber, Max: General Economic History, (Trans. Frank H. 
Knight), New Brunswick NJ: Transaction, (1981), 1995, 321. 
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divisions of an ethnos (Though he uses genos to signify a people or a nation or race, 

or even a breed of animals). (…) But the term genos appears to have been reserved for 

kinship-based groups more than ethnos”.46 Hence we can claim that the term ethnos 

was from the beginning more likely to be reserved for cultural rather then biological 

kinship.47 Usually a distinction is made between politikos and ethnos (also idiotes, 

barbaros). Politikos referred to those men who left their homes and entered a public 

polis fraught with pragmata ('the contingencies of unsettled circumstances'), the latter 

those still bound to nature, to blood relations and folkways. 

Romans used the term civitas (more or less equivalent to polis in Greek) to 

refer to Roman life; they also introduced expressions that designated conquered 

civilisations: gentes and especially tribes denoting certain socio-political units, 

territories with human and animal populations, or groups sharing a common “birth” 

and biological kinship links, or a combination of these elements. It is important that 

this Latin word, nation, was synonymous with race up to the end of the eighteenth 

century in France. The redefinition of nation after the French revolution excluded the 

reference to biological kinship. However, this transformation was not complete, since 

the verb “to naturalise” was used in administrative vocabulary to name the process of 

acquiring French nationality. In order to indicate the lack of common biological (or 

cultural) kinship links between his subjects, Napoleon insisted that “the French do not 

have a nationality”. Until 1823 the word nationality was not mentioned in the 

Dictionary of French Academy in its modern meaning. In 1826 the French scholar 

George Vacher de Lapouge (geographer, social anthropologist) recommended, in his 

work Les selection sociales the use of the term etné (or ethnie) to differentiate the 

socio-cultural character of a group from its biological nature; a biologically 

determined group was called a race. 

The distinguished Hungarian historian Jenő Szűcs analysed in A magyar 

nemzeti tudat kialakulása (The formation of Hungarian National Consciousness) the 

problem of natio and ethnie based mainly in medieval Europe, with special regard to 

the gentile consciousness of barbaric ethnic groups, which he thinks was vital in 

shaping Hungarian national awareness. After scrutinising several early medieval 

                                                                                                                                       
45 Smith, Anthony D.: The Ethnic Origins of Nations, 21 
46 Ibid. 
47 Jeremy McInerney writes in The Folds of Parnassos. Land and Ethnicity in Ancient Phokis. (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1999): We must interpret “ethnos as an open and changeable structure, and 
ethnicity as an elective affiliation rather than a simple matter of blood inheritance”. (p. 28) 
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records, Szűcs comes to the conclusion that the concept of natio Hungarorum as it 

appears in the European chronicles since 1280 cannot be translated either with the 

medieval word gentile or with the nineteenth-century concept of the nation. The 

Magyars that settled in Pannonia around 1200 were no longer gentiles in the original 

sense of the word, but they also weren’t nation as yet either. Szűcs argues that it is 

unhistorical and false to draw a direct line between the gentile consciousness and the 

modern nation and nationalism. He points out that the German or English “national” 

consciousness was being born exactly against the separatist gentile ethnic groups, and 

was based on the integration and over-bridging of the differences.  

According to Szűcs, there is an obvious connection between the medieval 

“national” consciousness and gentile awareness, but this shouldn’t be mixed up with 

the nineteenth-century nationalism. Ancient Germanic tribes can be regarded as 

“gentile” units because they were characterised by in-group-consciousness or Wir-

Bewuβtsein, which in some respect can be regarded a sort of “political” attitude or 

consciousness. In this respect the gentile consciousness of the late antiquity and early 

medieval times can be derived form the Germanic ethnic groups’ (gentes, 

Groβstämme, Völkerschaften) migration in Europe.48  

Although “gentile consciousness” is regarded as specifically German, it is 

possible to use it in a broader sense. According to Szűcs, in the late antiquity and 

early Middle Ages other European ethnic groups, for example the Slavs, had similar 

group identity as the Germanic people. Hence it is possible to use the term “gentile” 

in order to refer to early Hungarian history, too. Szűcs also points out that describing 

Hungary the medieval gestas applied, next to the word gentes, such terms as lex (mos, 

consuetudo) gentis, libertatio gentis (Hungariae), defensio (tuition) patriae to depict 

social formations in Pannonia during 6-10 AD. 

Thus we might draw the conclusion that the Magyars, who were an important 

factor around 1200 on the map of Europe, were characterised by both the medieval 

nationhood – in the sense that their nation concept united more tribes, regardless to 

biological kinship – and by gentile consciousness, a cultural residue of their former 

nomad period. The Magyars could not have become in the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries one of the most significant nations of early medieval Europe, had they been 

characterised only by gentile consciousness. They had to share the same forms of 

                                                
48 Szűcs Jenő: A magyar nemzeti tudat kialakulása, Budapest: Osiris, 1997, 18. 
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identity as all the other nations of that time. This means that in the case of Hungarian 

nation formation it is proper to talk simultaneously about a “gentile identity” as well 

as about early “national consciousness”. When we study the later Hungarian national 

consciousness, we have to consider both of the aforementioned cultural, political and 

social identity structures.  

Szűcs mentions that in De Civitate Dei XIX. 17. St. Augustine talks about the 

celestial city by referring to the gens who have a special lingua and have their own 

mores and leges institute. Therefore, Szűcs assumes, these characteristics were 

applicable to all the gentiles who were distinguishable in the time of Augustinus from 

the Imperium Romanum. This may suggest that the old structures of the Roman 

Empire were getting replaced by a new (Germanic) consciousness characterised by a 

strong ethnic, cultural and social in-group awareness that opposed both the 

‘cosmopolitanism’ of the Romans and the ‘universal’ consciousness of Christianity.49 

It is also important to note that talking about the pride of the Germanic tribes Tacitus 

mentions in Germania the vera et antique nomina (the ‘reality’ and ‘antiquity’ of the 

group’s name) of the ethnos as one of their most significant attributes.50 So it is 

obvious, Szűcs concludes, that the roots of the modern national consciousness may be 

traced back to the gentile awareness of the Germanic tribes. 

To sum it up: ethnos in antiquity primarily referred to common birth and 

kinship, but quite often it also signified a community based on some common 

cultural, political ground. Polis meant first of all a political unit; gentes referred 

mainly to Germanic tribes in late antiquity and early medieval times, but the word 

acquired later other meanings as well. In medieval gestas gentiles – who were 

considered to have a very strong Wir-Bewuβtsein or in-group-consciousness, what 

can be regarded as a political attitude – and ethnos were usually used in more or less 

the same sense. The first nations in medieval times were formed against the 

threatening separatist tendencies of the gentiles however, these nations were also 

characterised by a strong Wir-Bewuβtsein. Magyars in early medieval era were 

characterised simultaneously by gentile consciousness and by the medieval “national 

consciousness”. In the nineteenth century, each ethnic group of East-Central Europe 

tried to prove that it was the direct descendant of a medieval nation. Each tried to 
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emphasise that the principle of ethnie was a central constituent of its nation, while in 

fact they were more close resemblance of the polis.  

 

IV. The perennial nature of nationalism  

 

I aim to take a mediating position between the modernist and primordialist 

theories and wish to emphasise both the constructedness of the national consciousness 

and the longevity of certain patterns and modes of reproduction of the national 

identity. The study concentrates exclusively on Europe and focuses mainly on the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth-century Central European developments and 

manifestations of nationalism. The comparative perspective allows for a more 

meticulous assessment of the issue of nationhood and offers a larger space for 

considering similarities and differences between the various forms of nationalism. 

This leads to the re-evaluation of some of the existing academic paradigms and can 

provide plausible evidences against a uniform approach to the nation and national 

consciousness.  

However, while scrutinising the peculiarities of nineteenth-century nation-

building movements, I argue that not every national form can be discussed within one 

single model or narrative. The modernity of some nations should not obliterate the 

fact that there were other historical-political entities that defined themselves as 

nations and developed certain forms and patterns of national consciousness that were 

recursively transferred, re-mediated, renewed and re-circulated throughout the ages 

long before the nineteenth-century. Therefore I would reject with critical reverence 

the modernist theories that deny the longevity of nationalism, nevertheless, 

emphasising their achievements in developing a critical academic language and mode 

of thinking about the field of nationalism. I seek to point out with the help of case 

studies the highly controversial nature of national ideologies and to analyse the 

tangled nature of the dissemination and cultivation of the national thought in Hungary 

and Romania. At the end of the historical and thematic investigations of the different 

forms of nationalism, the dissertation endeavours to sketch a theoretical model based 

on system theory, which might contribute to the understanding of the dynamism and 

diversity of nationalism.  
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V.  Nationalism and Art Music 

 

Nationalist politics had multifarious impact on arts, while the arts directly 

affected the spread and growth of nationalism on the social and political scene. 

However, to see the function of the arts merely as nationalistic propaganda would be a 

reductionist approach to the problem. I regard art not only as a representation of 

nationalism but also as an active agent in shaping, transmitting and re-mediating 

national consciousness. According to Joep Leerssen: 

 
“The history of literary history (…) in most cases it has been studied by literary scholars as a 

derivative epiphenomenon accompanying literary practice: as a sort of meta-literary history. 

The underlying assumption in most cases appears to be that ontological primacy rests with 

Literature (with capital L) as a spontaneous, self-perpetuating and largely self-governing 

artistic practice; that alongside this Literary practice, an accretion of meta-literary 

commentary, criticism and reflection accumulates as a derivative epiphenomenon. (…) The 

time has perhaps come to release the practice of literary history-writing from its dependence 

on Literary practice and to re-contextualise it. Some of the contexts in which the historical 

praxis of literary history-writing could be fruitfully studied include: the development and 

professionalisation of general history-writing, the emergence of cultural history, the academic 

establishment and professionalisation of the human sciences, the changing role of the 

academies and universities in the nineteenth-century nation-state, and the nineteenth-century 

penchant for canonising, monumentalising and commemorating the national past.”51 

 

When analysing the various nineteenth-century musical practices, we 

encounter exactly the problems that Leerssen mentions. Music relates to the 

discourses about music – criticism, music theory, music history, and music aesthetics 

– as literature relates to literary criticism. Musicological treatises about music, the 

newly born nineteenth-century music criticism and especially thinking about music 

and its appearance in public discourse (newspapers, literary works, etc.) have been 

treated as epiphenomena of music writing and making. However, more and more 

musicologists have come to realise that discourse about music can affect the way 

people perceive musical pieces and it can also influence compositional techniques. 

Music was never practiced in a vacuum, thus it should be treated as a complex 

cultural phenomenon. Contrary to nineteenth-century music histories when art was 
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considered as evidence for feeding national pride, most of the contemporary 

musicologists agree that the “national” element in music (thus national style) is not 

only a musical fact, but also a historical discursive creation. A musical motif becomes 

national by being repeatedly associated with a certain nation or ethnic group. These 

associations always involve cultural, political and social factors. Only by analysing 

the mechanism and dynamism of their interplay in a certain historical context is the 

interpretation of national styles and national music possible.  

John Neubauer in The Emancipation of Music from Language argues that in 

order to understand how and why people in a certain age thought about music in a 

particular way, we have to embed the discourse about music in its social and cultural 

context. Furthermore he points out that the verbalisation of music – the way it has 

been written about music – has had an impact both on the process of composition and 

reception. “Ideas on music serve as a lifeline between music and the larger artistic, 

social and intellectual concerns on practice but often its very foundation and its 

interpreter to the community at large.”52  

Even the most mathematical minded musicologists would agree that music is 

more than scattered notes printed on a piece of paper and that a musical piece is only 

partially identical with the score. Instead, it relates to it as a signified to its signifier. 

One of the most famous definitions of music comes from the nineteenth-century 

music critic Eduard Hanslick (1825-1904), who argued in Vom Musikalisch-Schönen 

(1854) that “the content of music is tonally moving forms”. This renowned sentence 

of Hanslick has become the trump card of the advocates of “pure music”. But does 

this definition contradict a more contextual and culturally oriented approach to music? 

Does it exclude the possibility that in order to interpret and understand music we have 

to consider other aspects as well? And, most of all, should we not interpret Hanslick’s 

own stipulation in its own ideological cultural-historical context? As I will argue in 

the following sections, it is only a contextual analysis, or at least an awareness of 

contextuality, that could account for any creation or perception of music. 

What is music after all? How and where can we locate it? Every epoch and 

every society has its own concept of music. The norms guiding musical creation and 

perception vary from age to age and from country to country. Why is traditional 

Chinese music different from the tunes of the Balkan? Why did Bach compose a very 
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different music than Mussorgsky or Berlioz? Solely score reading or mastering the 

technical challenges of an instrument do not help when it comes to answer these 

questions. Lest we regard music as written in a vacuum, we should pay attention to its 

cultural, historical, social and even political context.  

 In everyday popular discourse music is regarded as something belonging to an 

a-political vacuum of human sensibility, nevertheless, music has always been playing 

an important role in shaping identity. Just as nowadays the hip-hop, rap, pop or rock 

music is an icon for expressing and creating a certain social and political identity, 

music was in the nineteenth century a marker of national identity. 

 The entry on nationalism in The New Grove Dictionary on Music and 

Musicians stipulates: 

 
“Nationalism should not be equated with the possession or display of distinguishing national 

characteristics – or not, at any rate, until certain questions are asked and least provisionally 

answered. The most important ones are first, who is doing the distinguishing? and second, to 

what end? (…) Music has always exhibited local or national traits (often more apparent to 

outsiders than to those exhibiting them). Nor is musical nationalism invariably a matter of 

exhibiting or valuing stylistic peculiarities. Nationality is a condition; nationalism is an 

attitude.”53 

 

One of the purposes of my study is to explore and interpret the aforementioned 

“condition” and “attitude”. But in order to account for their development and 

nineteenth-century manifestation we have to analyse those cultural and social 

practices that have led to such condition and created or reinforced such an attitude. 

Cultural studies discovered music as an object worth of investigation from the 

beginning of their foundation as an academic discipline. However, they often limit the 

range of their inquiry to the different contemporary popular music styles such as pop, 

rock, punk, rap, hip-hop, techno or other genres. Classical music is, with the 

exception of the record industry, usually beyond its scope. Cultural Studies had a 

huge impact on literary history by pushing literary scholars to reconsider their 

methods of thinking about the literary canon, but it had a lesser influence in 

musicology.  
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Music history meant either a sequence of chronologically juxtaposed musical 

works of art, or a narrative of succession of some outstanding composers. But why 

exactly did they prefer certain works and specific composers? Why do we regard 

today Mozart a greater artist than Salieri, though the latter was just as highly 

appreciated and popular in the eighteenth century as the “wunderkind”? Why did 

posterity almost forget Bach, and why was he rediscovered in the nineteenth century? 

Why was eighteenth-century Western music infatuated with exotic tunes and why had 

this influence been absent in earlier periods? Why was the language of opera libretti 

Italian and French before the nineteenth century, and why did the situation change by 

the 1840s when suddenly dozens of works written in local vernacular appeared on the 

European operatic stages? We can answer these questions by examining closely the 

relationship of music to its cultural, historical, ideological and social background. 

Only by analysing the dynamic interplay between all these factors can we account for 

the form and content of classical music. 

However, nowadays music and cultural studies seem to merge in the cross-

disciplinary works of some outstanding musicologists as Carolyn Abbate, Susan 

McClary, the ethnomusicologist Philip Bohlman, Lawrence Kramer or Richard 

Taruskin, to name only a few. Issues known from cultural studies such as feminist 

approaches, post-colonial theories or discourse analysis have become more numerous 

in musicological journals. Indeed, cultural musicology has become an established 

academic discipline next to ethnomusicology, psycho-musicology or sociology of 

music. Nevertheless, there is still much work to be done, and cultural-historical issues 

continue to challenge both old and new musicology. 

My study focuses on the idea of national music, a concept coined in the 

nineteenth century. National music, indeed, music in general, cannot be separated 

from its discursive component – the way people verbalised their musical perception – 

or from its social-historical context. Since the history of musical compositions is part 

of cultural history, it is legitimate to approach national music as a sound site of the 

nineteenth-century culture. The term site, borrowed from Peter Brooker’s Glossary of 

Cultural Theory,54 refers to a cultural and social formation that is created and defined 

by the interaction of meanings, especially those influencing relations of power.  
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I hope to show that music, and especially opera, functioned in the nineteenth-

century as effective media for nationalism. They not only represented but also 

actively shaped political ideology. By focusing on the cultural and social practices 

related to music and musical theatre, I wish to contribute to the reconsideration of 

nineteenth-century European nationalism and to the theoretical approach to the 

problem of nationhood in general. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Music, Opera and Nationalism 
 

 

“Opera could now not only mirror but actually make the 
history of nations. In extreme cases it could help make the 
nation.” (Richard Taruskin)55 
 

“So in fact a national quality is an essential feature of 
national music.”(Arnold Schoenberg)56 
 

“The art of music above all the arts is the expression of 
the soul of a nation.” (Vaughan Williams)57 

 

 

I. Opera Matters  

 

Opera is usually associated with poignant stories of love and death, with the 

enactment of universal human sensibility and the musical outpourings of 

overwhelming emotions. The lovers of opera tend to attend performances mostly 

because of the sake of music or the narrative. It might seem odd, then, to link the art 

of opera to nationalism. However, the long nineteenth-century offers us a significant 

number of cases when opera was linked in some way to politics, and especially to 

nation-building movements. One of the best-known examples – that already gained 

both folkloric and mythical proportions – is Verdi’s relationship to the Risorgimento. 

Many of his works have been interpreted already by his contemporaries as the 

representations of the pursuit of national independence. Both the famous chorus of the 

Jews, “Va pensiero” from the Nabucco, and the chorus “O signore dal tetto natio” 

from I Lombardi became a kind of national anthem in the Risorgimento, and Verdi 

was regarded an iconic figure of Italian unity. “Viva Verdi!” was the battle cry of the 

revolutionaries and Verdi’s name grew to be an acronym for “Vittorio Emmanuelle 

Re d’Italia!” (Image 1)  
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Schoenberg, (Ed. Leonard Stein; Trans. Leo Black), London: Faber&Faber, 1975, 168.  
57 Williams, Vaughan: National Music and Other Essays, London: Oxford University Press, 1963, 68. 
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The Belgian revolution of independence in 1830 was instigated by a 

performance of Auber’s opera La muette de Portici in Brussels. The revolution turned 

the following duet into an important piece of national-cultural memory: 

 
Tombe le joug qui nous accable. 
Et sous nos coups périsse l'étranger! 
Amour sacré de la patrie. 
Rends-nous l'audace et la fierté;  
A mon pays je dois la vie;  
Il me devra sa liberté. 58 

 

In histories of the outbreak of the French Revolution is connected to the 

storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, but if we go just two days back, we see the 

same crowd invading a different public institution: the Opéra.  

 
“Because the Parisians of that time regarded opera as elite entertainment, their revenge was to 

demand that all performances be cancelled. For the next nine days, both Opéra and the Opéra-

Comique remained dark. When they reopened, their themes began to change radically. Instead 

of libretti that celebrated beloved rulers, selfless aristocrats, and benevolent clergy, stories of 

heroic commoners, rescues from evil officials (e.g. Beethoven: Fidelio), and struggles against 

the severity of Church authorities began to appear. So strong was opera’s influence that the 

French insurgents felt the need to block its conservative message and replace it with 

performances that advanced their revolutionary program.”59 

 

Opera mattered and it played a central role in the upheavals of the nineteenth century. 

One of the greatest changes that came about through the French Revolution was that 

opera became public. While previously opera houses were the properties of royal 

courts or wealthy aristocrats, in the nineteenth century public opera houses were built 

all over Europe.60 They were mostly funded by private donations rather than official 

state support. While the language of the libretti had earlier been either Italian, French 

or, rarely, German, in the nineteenth century new vernacular languages appeared on 

the stage: operas were sung in Czech, Polish, Greek, Hungarian, Romanian and other 

                                                
58 Quote from the duet of Masaniello and Pietro in Act II of Aubér’s opera La muette de Portici. 
[Internet] Quoted text available at: http://lespecheursdeperles.blogspot.com/2007/09/la-muette-de-
portici-et-lindpendance-de.html [Accessed on: 13-02-2008]. The opera’s performance in 1830 at the La 
Monnaie opera house in Brussels instigated a riot that finally led to the Belgian revolution of 
independence.  
59 Rabb, Theodore K.: Opera, Musicology, and History, In. Journal of Interdisciplinary History 36/3, 
322. 
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languages. While folk music had earlier been used only occasionally, beginning with 

the nineteenth century the exception became a rule. 

In the eighteenth century, mainly due to such factors as colonisation, war 

against the Ottoman Empire and the Napoleonic wars, new and “exotic” musical 

worlds appeared on the European operatic stages and in concert halls. This is the 

period when the á la Turk and All’Ongarese (Turkish and Hungarian style music) 

became extremely popular in instrumental compositions as well as in operas.61 On the 

one hand, the new interest in the exotic and the folk62, brought these cultures closer to 

the European elite public, on the other hand, it triggered an interest in local culture 

among the learned elite in the peripheries and urged them to (re)define their cultural 

and national identity.  

The 1980 edition of the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians 

includes a definition of national opera in the chapter about “Slavonic and National 

Opera”, claiming that national operas satisfied the hunger for national heritage with 

folk music and libretti based on national history, myth, legend, and peasant life. The 

2001 edition of The New Grove reduces the treatment to half-a-page on “National 

Traditions” and no longer suggests a strong connection between national operas and 

Slavonic cultures.63 National opera was a typical and popular genre of the nineteenth 

century, and it became a sort of virtual lieu de mémoire of nations. In spite of its 

nineteenth-century prevalence and social-political effect national opera as a 

phenomenon has scarcely been explored by musicologists or scholars of nationhood. 

That nineteenth-century composers turned to folk music and were experimenting with 

the creation of national styles is mentioned in every music history, but it is often 

perceived as an epiphenomenon of the political upheavals. I approach the problem 

from a different angle, arguing that operas were more than simple reflections of 

                                                                                                                                       
60 Before the nineteenth century there were only a few public opera houses in Europe. One of the best -
known was the Teatro San Cassiano in Venice, which opened in 1637, and the one in Hamburg, which 
opened in 1678. But these were exceptions to the rule. 
61 Mozart included Hungarian passages in his A Major violin concerto (K. 219, 3rd movement), and he 
also used Hungarian dance music patterns in The Abduction from Seraglio in order to create Turkish 
atmosphere in the opera. We can find examples of Hungarian dance motives in the Concerto for flute 
and harp in C Major, K. 299 in the final passage of the rondo section. Or one should not forget the 
rondo with Hungarian colour in Haydn’s D Major piano concerto (Hob. XVIII), the verbunkos like 
style in Beethoven’s 3rd Symphony or Diabelli’s Hungarian dances. Later Liszt, Schubert and Brahms, 
also use Hungarian idioms in their compositions.  
62 Folk tunes were just as exotic for the audiences sitting in a European opera house or concert hall as 
the music of an oriental land. Therefore in fact exoticism and folklorism had the same musical 
function, since they both deviated from the norms and rules of Western art music.     
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nationalist politics. They were actually active agents in shaping the national 

consciousness of the people; as the “storehouses” and “factories” of national 

memories, they were the creators of national imagination, not the sheer 

representations of it. People did not start a revolution after reading a poem or a novel, 

but some uprisings did actually begin in theatres and opera houses.64 What makes an 

opera national? How could opera houses become lieux de mémoires of nations?  If 

Marshall McLuhan was right that “the medium is the message”65, we may ask, what 

precisely opera’s message was, and why no other art form could deliver it. These are 

the questions that this chapter ventures to answer.  

 

II. Nationalism and artistic endeavours 
 

It has been argued that the origin of European art music as a literate tradition 

is directly linked to nationalism from its very beginning, since the Gregorian chants, 

the earliest musical notations in neumes, were the products of the alliance between the 

Roman Church and Frankish Kings, whose primary goal was the foundation of the 

Carolingian Empire. In 754 King Pepin, the father of Charlemagne, accepted the 

proposal of Pope Stephen II to unite with the Roman Church against the Lombards, he 

decided to repress the old Gallican liturgy in favour of the Roman one. Charlemagne 

continued his father’s liturgical reforms to unify his multiethnic and multicultural 

expanding empire under a single rite.66 According to some musicologists,67 during 

Charlemagne ‘s reign an authoritative antiphonary68 might have had circulated around 

the Empire around 800-900, until the new musical notation superseded the Gallican 

chants. The grasp of Politics on culture and music was a gesture that had affected the 

development of European art music. However, this theory has been criticised because 

it simplifies the role of the folk songs on the “official” antiphonary and does not 

                                                                                                                                       
63 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, (Ed. Stanley Sadie), London: Macmillan, 2001, 
vol. 17, 689-707. 
64 See the examples mentioned in the Introduction of this thesis. (p.12) 
65 McLuhan, Marshall (2003): Understanding Media, London & New York: Routledge, 7.  
66 Treitler, Leo: “Homer and Gregory: The Transmission of Epic Poetry and Plainchant”, In. The 
Musical Quarterly, 1974/3, 333-372, 338.  
67 Levy, Kenneth: Gregorian Chant and the Carolingians, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998 
or Busse Berger, Anna Maria: Medieval Music and the Art of Memory, Berkeley, Los Angeles and 
London: University of California Press, 2005. 
68Antiphonary is a liturgical book in the Roman Catholic Church intended to use in choro (i.e. in the 
liturgical choir). It contained antiphons that were sung at various points of the liturgy.    
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account for the countless local variants, reducing music to its notation.69 These chants 

circulated mostly orally: they were exposed to mixture with other local variants, and 

they also contributed to the development of a unified European musical style. In short, 

though politics tried to transform and unify of musical notation, yet we cannot speak 

about a total European homogeneity since there were persistent local variants that 

strongly resisted the endeavours to standardise.  

Territorial centralisation usually went hand in hand with cultural 

standardisation. Administrative languages played a vital role in this process of 

unification, not only for practical reasons but also in a more refined way, for creating 

the image of a unity and homogeneity. Benedict Anderson suggests that the 

appearance of the printed press was a major factor in this process. The printing of 

literary works written in vernacular greatly influenced their speed and range of 

dissemination, thus contributing to the formation of national consciousness and to the 

creation of “imagined communities”.  

 
“These print-languages laid the bases for national consciousness in three distinct ways. First 

and foremost, they created unified fields of exchange and communication below Latin and 

above the spoken vernaculars. (…) These fellow readers to whom they were connected 

through print, formed, in their secular, particular, visible invisibility, the embryo of the 

nationally imagined community. Second, print-capitalism gave a new fixity to language, 

which on the long run helped to build that image of antiquity so central to the subjective idea 

of nation.”70  

 

 We can offer at least one convincing example that supports Anderson’s 

theory: the first musical genres that were disseminated in print in the sixteenth century 

were vernacular songs. These songbooks – Petrucci’s book of frottolas in Venice 

(1504), Antico in Rome (Rome, 1510) Öglin in Augsburg (1512), Attaignant in 

France (1528) – were intended for local trade and became a lucrative business. 

Vernacular song genres differed from country to country, just like their languages, in 

contrast to the international “Franco-Flemish” idiom of sacred music. The vernacular 

songs circulated in print and were performed as household music, thus they can be 

                                                
69 Brunner, Lance W.: Book Review “Gregorian Chant and the Carolingians by Kenneth Levy”, In. 
Notes, 1999/1, 98-101. 
70 Anderson, Benedict:  Imagined Communities, New-York, London: Verso, 1983, 44. 
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considered a kind of forerunner of later bourgeois entertainment, which, of course, 

was practised at a much larger scale.  

 
“The most dramatic instance was the new ‘Parisian’ chanson style. During the 15th century, 

the word ‘chanson’ connoted an international courtly style, an aristocratic lingua franca. The 

French song in a fixed form might be written anywhere in Europe, by a composer of any 

nationality whether at home or abroad. The age of the printing fathered a new style of French 

chanson – the one introduced by Attaignant and associated with Claudin de Sermisy – that 

was actually and distinctively French in the way the frottola was Italian and the Hofweise 

setting (or Tenorlied) was German.”71 

 

While vernacular music was played at households on the continent, England was the 

first country where public concerts were held in the modern sense of the word; this is 

where modern concert life was born. The Händelian oratorio was the genre of this 

public musical self-expression. Ruth Smith argues that political subtext influenced the 

genre, reflecting the trend of contemporary political debates to disguise the real 

message in the exegesis of the Old Testament. Händel’s depiction of Biblical 

characters was read as coded honour to British statesmen.72 

Athanasius Kircher, the seventeenth-century thinker, remarks in his Musurgia 

universalis (1650) that the French and Italian styles do not please the Germans and 

vice versa. Then he tries to trace the causes of this cultural discrepancy: 

 
“I think this happens for a variety of reasons. Firstly, out of patriotism and inordinate affection 

to both nation and country, each nation always prefers its own above others. Secondly, 

according to the opposing styles of their innate character and then because of custom 

maintained by long-standing habit, each nation enjoys only its own music that it has been used 

to since its earliest age.”73 

 

Already as early as 1650, expressions like “innate character”, “custom maintained”, or 

“long-standing habit” were used to explain the existence of different national styles. 

In nineteenth-century this rhetoric became the foundation of nationalist discourses all 

over Europe. However, even before the nineteenth century there was an ongoing 

discursive tradition and a series of debates about national styles in music. One of the 

                                                
71 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 690.  
72 Smith, Ruth: Handel’s Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century Thought, Cambridge: Cambridge 
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most famous controversies concerning the relationship between music and national 

consciousness was the Querelle des Bouffons (War of the Bouffons), a pamphlet war 

that took place in France between 1752 and 1754. Instigated by the public 

performance of Pergolesi’s La serva padrona at the Académie Royale de Musique in 

Paris by a group of travelling Italian actors known as buffoni (hence the name of the 

quarrel), the dispute involved the defenders of the French tragédie lyrique style of 

Lully and Rameau, and the proponents of Italian operatic music. With the exception 

of the German diplomat Friedrich Melchior Grimm (1723-1807), all the participants 

in the pamphlet writing were French. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, together with other 

contributors of the Encyclopédie, was the supporter of the Italian opera. One aspect of 

the quarrel was the relation of language and music: melody must originate from 

speech, Rousseau argued; it should follow the Italian operatic style and should not 

collapse in an artificial style of singing as in the French tragédie lyrique. The relation 

of music and speech was to form the core of Rousseau’s language theories, and thus 

the quarrel was more than a sheer aesthetic debate. From the beginning it also had a 

political tint, since the French lyrique style was associated with the royal court, while 

the Italian style with the free public music making. With a slight exaggeration we 

might say that one represented the stiff, aristocratic world, while the other the more 

democratic, bourgeois society. One of the paradoxes of this opera war about national 

styles was that Lully, the father of the French opera, was himself Italian by birth. 

The Italian and French contest is going to gain importance later in the 

nineteenth-century in the Risorgimento period, when the civically committed Italian 

opera began to mobilise people against both the French and the Habsburg rule. 

Stendhal remarks in his Vie de Rossini that the Italian musical self-consciousness 

owed a tribute to Napoleon. By the 1840s, the artistic musical embodiments of Italian 

nationalism were huge choral unisons that could convey and enhance collective 

national consciousness. Singing, especially group singing, became a part of the 

revolutionary movements. Operatic tunes disseminated like wildfire throughout the 

whole Italy. Singing and raising a crowd’s “level of aggression” went hand in hand in 

the Risorgimento, just like earlier in the French Revolution,74 or, as a matter of fact, in 

revolutions in general.  
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Political endeavours of nation-building and the cultivation of culture initiated 

by the men of letters merged in nineteenth-century Europe. The interest in aesthetics 

and culture of the late eighteenth-century thinkers transformed into national self-

consciousness during the Napoleonic Wars and developed into national movements of 

separatism or unification by the mid nineteenth-century. What started as an aesthetic 

state without nationalistic dimensions, imagined by Schiller, ended in an aggressive 

cultural nightmare ruled by Bismarck, ultimately refused even by such originally 

ardent nationalists as Richard Wagner. Even though it is almost impossible to prove 

that there was a direct link between the literary and cultural trends and nationalism, I 

take the risk of asserting that culture was just as important in the nineteenth-century 

revolutionary upheavals as social or economic factors.  

Johann Gottfried Herder, philosopher, folk song collector and protestant 

preacher forged a linkage between the romantic ideology of culture and nationalism. 

Herder like Rousseau argued that language and music were strongly connected with 

each and that language, as the world-view of a cultural community, was the most 

authentic expression of the nation’s soul or ethos. Herder maintained that no 

language, hence no nation, can be held superior to another. Small nations contribute to 

the universal treasury of human civilisation as much as the powerful big nations. As a 

forerunner of modern semiotics, Herder extended the concept of the language to other 

aspects of culture and learned behaviour (such as customs, dress, art) and he argued 

that every cultural component is an authentic expression of the collective spirit and 

character of the nation. Thus the concept of authenticity was born and became a 

dominant ideology of the arts until the emergence of the twentieth-century avant-

garde movement. Expression and representation of authenticity was regarded as both 

an inherent property and a goal of Art.75  

 The Enlightenment culminated in the Kantian critiques, which gave rise to 

romantic ideologies and Hegel’s historicism, thus transposing the main trend of 

thought to Germany. Though on different grounds, both Hegel and the romantic 

followers of Friedrich Schlegel argued that the aim of humanity must be to reach an 

organic universal totality through an authentic experience of the Spirit. While Plato 

deprived poetry of techné (art) and ranked philosophy higher, the romantics, 

especially Schlegel, Novalis and Hölderlin thought that the perfection of totality could 
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be attained by art alone. But this did not mean that philosophy was degraded in 

romanticism. On the contrary, in Hegel’s Aesthetics philosophy surpassed poetry and 

art, hence the idea of the end of art which had an extremely important role in the 

twentieth century. Thus while romantic art was the revealing of ontology at the same 

time it was also the very object of ontology. Or to formulate this in another way, 

romantic art and especially music tried to grasp the essence of life, but in the same 

time it was itself the essence of life, and ironically this status it was given to art by 

philosophy, which tried to compete or transcend it. The artistic discourses of longing 

for unity and authentic life and the struggle for the materialisation of the spirit in 

history tie in with the contemporary political nationalistic discourses. Benedict 

Anderson has defined the new nation of imagination as a sovereign but limited 

community, essentially a mental construct. I claim that the nationalistic aspects of 

nineteenth-century artistic theories and works of arts were not only derivative of the 

contemporary political discourses, but that these theories actually provided 

intellectual material and inducement for politics.  

It seems logical that a German thinker elaborated the relationship of language 

and nation. In Herder’s time Germany consisted of small separate kingdoms and 

states; what held them together was the German language and its related folklore. 

Next to the great French monolith that became the feared “Other”, the Germans tried 

to search for differences in order to establish their distinct collective identity. The 

theory that language is the most authentic expression of a nation’s soul became a 

touchstone of the German arts and it rapidly radiated to the neighbouring cultures, 

too. It became the basic nation-building idea for both Hungarian and Romanian 

nationalism.  

The ideology that language is able to effectively shape national consciousness 

actually preceded Herder’s theories. It materialised first in the concept of 

Nationaltheater and referred to a theatre reserved for plays and operas performed in 

the vernacular. The model was the French Comédie Française. It first appeared in 

Hamburg in 1767, and then spread to Vienna in 1776 and to Mannheim in 1778.76 In 

Vienna, Emperor Joseph II initiated the foundation of the national theatre, which 

became to be called “Court and National Theatre”. This directly rejected his mother’s, 
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Maria Theresa’s, policy of reserving the Burgtheater exclusively for French and 

Italian companies. However, Joseph II cannot be regarded a nationalist in the 

nineteenth-century sense of the word. His objective was rooted in the universalism 

and humanism of the Enlightenment, emphasising the importance of making 

education available for all people. Public schooling could expand most easily in 

vernacular German instead of Latin or French, the privileged languages of the 

aristocracy. Nevertheless, Joseph II’s emphasis on German culture turned into one of 

the most fundamental ideologies of later nationalists. Furthermore, Joseph II’s 

promotion of German as the official language of the Habsburg Empire triggered the 

resistance of the Hungarian aristocracy. Later, the Hungarian linguistic and national 

awareness generated a similar resistance in the neighbouring Romanian, Slovakian, 

Croatian, and Serbian cultures against Hungarian nationalism. The Viennese court lost 

control: cultural nationalism spread as a wildfire all over the empire and eventually 

led to the Empire’s disintegration. 

 

II. National Opera 

 

The bond between the theatre and national consciousness became one of the 

most important liaisons dangereux of the nineteenth century. It was the opera where 

this mutual affection manifested itself in the most astonishing form. The 

Volkstümlichkeit (“in the manner of the folk”) can be found in most of the late 

eighteenth-century music, especially the opera buffa, where folk motives were used to 

imitate and express couleur locale that was associated with idyllic peasant life and 

pastoral scenery. The various local styles of peasant figures and the musical lingua 

franca for all the other characters still reflected a “horizontal” view of society, in 

which class rather than nation was the determining factor of communal identity. 

However, as soon as folklore and language were considered essential elements of a 

vertically defined community or nation, their cultural value increased. And so did the 

stock of national culture soar in general, since it became a core issue of the newly 

born public sphere and a recurrent topic of political discourse.  

Herder himself coined the word Volkslied (folksong) and he was among the 

early collectors of these rustic or peasant songs. He published them in a two-volume 

anthology entitled Stimmen der Völker (“Voice of the Peoples”) (1778-79). In 

Germany Herder was followed by Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano who 
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edited another collection of folkongs, Des Knaben Wunderhorn (“The Youth’s Magic 

Horn”) between 1805-1809. The collecting efforts of the brothers Grimm eventually 

gave a European impetus to an unprecedented passion for folklore, and to a national 

culture supported mainly by the bourgeois intelligentsia.  

Opera, this formerly aristocratic entertainment, became a main expression of 

cultural nationalism. The romantic exaltation of music was certainly one of the 

important factors in this. The other factor was a political ideology that had already 

gained importance in theatrical practice through the works of Friedrich Schiller and 

later Victor Hugo: the liberal claim that a legitimate state should be built on “the 

people” rather than on God, a dynasty or imperial domination. Romantic ethnic 

nationalism and liberal civic nationalism both played an important role in the nation-

building movements of the nineteenth century. Opera and musical theatre in general, 

contributed to the effective public dissemination of a cultural and political self-image. 

The newly born genre of national opera attained from the very beginning the status of 

a national virtual lieu de mémoire. 

What were the institutional and historical causes for developing the theatre and 

opera into a cultural and psychological “factory” of ethnic and civic cohesion and 

self-image? According to George Steiner, we cannot understand the Romantic 

Movement unless we recognise the impulse towards drama and dramatisation in 

general.77 Shelley argues in his Defence of Poetry that since drama is the authentic 

expression of a nation’s soul the decline of the dramatic art marks the decline of the 

nation:  

 
“And it is indisputable that the highest perfection of human society has ever corresponded 

with the highest dramatic excellence; and that the corruption or the extinction of the drama in 

a nation where it has once flourished is a mark of a corruption of manners, and an extinction 

of the energies which sustain the soul of social life. But, as Machiavelli says of political 

institutions, that life may be preserved and renewed, if men should arise capable of bringing 

back the drama to its principles.”78  

 

The idea that the stage and the nation are connected is not new. It can be traced back 

to the ancient Greeks, where drama, especially tragedy, was regarded as a highest 

                                                
77 Steiner, George: The Death of Tragedy, London: Faber and Faber, 1961, 108. 
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form of cultural practice. Nineteenth-century thinkers revive this view on the drama 

and wish to transform the theatre into such a public forum as in antique Greece. 

Architects like Gottfried Semper (1803-1879) and Karl Friedrich Schinkel (1781-

1841) designed theatre buildings in ancient Greek style – Neues Schauspielhaus in 

Berlin, or the theatre in Dresden – and published influential theories79 on the relation 

and importance of Greek architecture and nation-building. Later Wagner based his 

whole concept of Gesamtkunswerk on the same Greek revival movement that defined 

every aspect of the nineteenth century.  

Georg Lukács argued that from the point of view of nation-building the public 

character of drama and its direct impact on the spectators was the great advantage of 

the historical drama over the historical novel.80 Performance could mobilise the 

historical awareness of the nineteenth century, especially the staging of opera, which, 

more than traditional theatre, had music and singing in its favour. Above all, it was 

the chorus, a mass of people singing together, that represented the most obvious 

liaison between life and drama, audience and stage. 

In the eighteenth century, the theatre fulfilled the function of nineteenth-

century opera. However, it was a special theatrical genre, the melodrama, which 

attracted the public and defined dramatic poetry for the next century. Peter Brooks 

argues that in order to understand the passion of the nineteenth-century for the theatre 

and for the theatrical in general, we should analyse the “melodramatic imagination” of 

the age, which began to dominate the public sphere in the time of Napoleon. 

Melodrama, the French version of the Singspiel, was written for a large public that 

extended from the petit bourgeois to Empress Josephine.81 While French melodrama 

was democratic in style, aiming to reach a popular audience, it was also searching for 

more aesthetic coherence and self-consciousness. Brook traces the origins of the 

melodrama back to the pantomime theatre of the late eighteenth century, when only 

the so-called patented theatres, like Thèatre-Français, the Opéra, and the Italiens were 

given monopoly by state officials to perform both the classical repertory and full-scale 

new productions. The secondary theatres had to be content with ballets, pantomimes 
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Architectur und Plastik bei den Alten (1834) and Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Sammlung architektonischer 
Entwürfe (1820-1837), Werke der höheren Baukunst (1840-1842; 1845-1846). 
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and puppet shows. Since speech – thus performing the pieces of the classical repertory 

– was forbidden, these secondary theatres used music and gesture as their major 

means of expression. These musical pantomimes became more and more elaborate 

and incorporated pieces of dialogue, coming close to the genre of the nineteenth-

century mélodrame. The French Revolution abolished the monopoly of the patent 

theatres, liberated the secondary theatres, which had already been equipped with a 

well-developed theatrical style of combining music, movement and stage design in 

order to convey the message of the play that attracted a mostly uneducated audience.  

Napoleon re-established for a while the patent and a strict censorship of the 

theatres, radically reducing them in number. In his opinion, classical French tragedy 

was the most suitable expression of imperial glory. Yet theatre in general, and 

melodrama in particular, was flourishing in Paris. The Restoration in 1814 brought 

again freedom to all the theatres, possibly due to the conscious policy of an insecure 

monarch to give bread and circus: 

 
“People absorbed their theatre-going in massive doses: an evening’s entertainment would 

consist of various curtain raisers and afterpieces, as well as one and sometimes two full-length 

plays, and would last five hours or more. […] Stage theatricality was excessive, and life 

seemed to aspire to its status, as if in fictional representation of the historical epic of 

Revolution, bloodshed, battle, and Empire that the nation had been playing out.”82 

 

During and after the Restoration, the prestige of classical French tragedy and the 

popularity of melodrama joined forces in another genre that came to dominate the 

Parisian stages and later all of Europe: the grand opéra. This monumental operatic 

genre enjoyed the financial support of the traditional public of the Opéra so that it 

could afford lavish spectacles with more developed and complex stage machinery 

than the Baroque theatre. However, the previous popularity and aesthetic norm of the 

melodrama undeniably influenced grand opéra’s theatricality and its broadening range 

of the topics. The huge musical stage tableaus and the excessive sentimentality of the 

performances were all residues of the melodrama, which became a guiding poetic 

principle of grand opéras.  

These stage works could exert a huge influence on the public. Lukács pointed 

out that dramatic portrayal makes man much more the centre of the story than the 
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epic. He quoted Schiller, according to whom the direct effect is more crucial to drama 

than to epic: “The action of drama moves before me, I myself move round the epic 

which seems as it were to stand still.”83 While the reader of the epic has greater 

freedom of interpretation, the spectator of the drama is totally dependent on theatrical 

effects. Opera as a multimedia art form could enhance this dramatic effect.  

Richard Taruskin emphasises the significance of singing culture, especially the 

cultivation of the German lied, in the development of national operas and national 

music in general.84 The lied, a typical German product, was characterised by 

Empfindsamkeit (“sensibility”) and Volkstümlichkeit (“in the manner of the folk”), 

binding together the romantic “I” with the “We”. A Berlin lawyer, Christian Gottfried 

Krause (1719-1770) described for the first time the lied in a book Von der 

musikalischen poesie (On Musical Poetry; 1752) that actually anticipated the genre 

itself. Krause’s friend C.P.E. Bach, who read the book, began to furnish the theory 

with more than two hundred liedern. As Taruskin points out, the popularity of the 

German romantic lied was “decidedly a cultivation, a ‘hothouse growth’”85. These 

lieder were, meant for home entertainment, and thus simple and relatively easy to 

disseminate.  

However, the revival of choral music meant the greatest step towards romantic 

nationalism, since it could unite people both physically and mentally.86 Choral music 

was not sung in the church, like in the medieval times, but rather in public spaces. It 

was symbolic that Wagner’s Mastersingers displaced the song contest from the 

church to the Festival Meadow and that the final legitimation did not come from the 

church or town officials, neither from the tradition of the tabulatur, but from the Volk. 

After the French Revolution, the nation and the nation-state replaced God and the 

King in popular imagination. The former rituals and state ceremonies were filled with 

a different kind of secular and national content. Folk and Art became sacralised 

concepts in a romantic redefinition: 

 
“Romantic choral music was associated not only with Gemütlichkeit, the conviviality of social 

singing, celebrated in the Männerchor texts for which Schubert had supplied such a mountain 

                                                
83 Lukács, George: The Historical Novel, 132. 
84 Taruskin, Richard: The Oxford History of Western Music, vol.3, The Nineteenth Century, 119-120. 
85 Ibid.  
86 Klenke, Dietmar: Der singende ‘Deutsche Mann’: Gesangvereine und deutches Nationalbewusstsein 
von Napoleon bis Hitler, Münster: Waxmann, 1998.  
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of music, but also with mass choral festivals – social singing on a cosmic scale that provided 

European nationalism with its very hotbed.”87 

 

Philip Bohlman also points out that the cult of singing helped spreading of the idea of 

nineteenth-century national music and opera. He argues that epic songs and ballads 

were proto-national genres. The epic, “is the story of the proto-nation,” represented 

through the deeds of “the individual whose heroism mobilises the nation, and whose 

leadership provides a metaphor for the nation’s own coming to age.” 88 The epics 

chronicle the long durée history of the nation. The ballads are the stories of the 

individuals and events that form together a national mosaic. National operas combine 

both of these two forms. 

Before the advent of nineteenth-century nationalism, peasants and common 

people on the stage represented only their class, not their country. In Lortzing’s comic 

opera Zar und Zimmermann (1837), a work that raises many social issues, the Russian 

fugitive soldier Peter Iwanow becomes in the end the official representative of his 

country, but only because of the Tsar’s benevolence. Iwanow is not yet the 

representative of the people. His acts are only motivated by the personal intent to 

marry the girl he loves. In contrast, Ivan Susanin in Glinka’s opera A Life for the Tsar 

(1836) already acts in the name of his people and is ready to sacrifice his life to help 

the tsar.  

In Germany and Austria the Singspiel, the vernacular comic opera, represented 

primarily the romantic Volkstümlichkeit and the Gemütlichkeit. In France Rousseau’s 

Le devin du village, in Italy, the opera buffa, this sung-through musical genre that 

conquered all the European stages by the 1750s, epitomised comic opera, easily 

accessible for the common audience. In France, England and Germany, countries with 

a flourishing theatrical tradition, simple musical numbers, tunes well known to the 

folk, were inserted into the spoken dialogues, adding to the entertaining value of the 

plays and making them popular. As Taruskin points out, only a character “simple” 

enough could sing these simple songs, which resulted in an unprecedented increase in 

rural settings.89  

Contrary to the “simplicity” of the German comic Singspiels, the operatic 

stage became in France the place for re-enacting the nation’s history. Tragedy was the 

                                                
87 Ibid. 162. 
88 Bohlman, Philip: The Music of European Nationalism, Santa Barbara CA etc.: ABC CLIO, 2004, 37.  
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most suitable genre for this purpose. In the period of the July Monarchy (1830-48) the 

Académie Royale became the site of the monster opera spectacles. In these grand 

operas art and politics were strongly intertwined, and national destiny became a 

recurrent issue on the operatic stage. (Like in Rossini’s Guillaume Tell (1829).) With 

the theatricality and sentimentality of the melodrama, and the economic and social 

support of the “official” theatre industry, grand operas became mega-productions, a 

thriving business for their producers and a favourite of the public.  

The Italian opera buffa, the German Singspiel, and the French grand opéra, 

represent in fact three different national styles, as well as three different approaches to 

the concept of the nation and its operatic representation. A mixture of all these genres 

can be found in the so-called national operas that became popular in East-Central 

Europe. The opera buffa was the first to bring onto the operatic stage common people 

and to represent their social problems. The Singspiel brought to the foreground the 

folksiness and conviviality of common social singing. The grand opera raised the 

awareness for history in general and national history in particular.  

The idea of history in opera appeared first and foremost on the textual level of 

libretti. They were based on widely known literary works. Walter Scott (Lucia di 

Lammermoor), Victor Hugo (Hernani, Le Roi s’amuse, Lucrezia Borgia), Schiller 

(Don Carlos, Mary Stuart; Turandot), Shakespeare (Macbeth, Otello, Falstaff), 

inspired opera composers and librettists. Of course, these dramas romanticised, 

fictionalised and distorted the past however, they significantly influenced the 

historical consciousness of the people. On the musical level, history appeared only 

later on the operatic stage. Exotic and folk tunes had already been used for the 

musical representation of couleur locale to depict an alien milieu of a remote land, as 

is the case with Mozart’s The Abduction from the Seraglio and Borodin’s Prince Igor 

(Polovtsian Dances). Nevertheless, the conscious use of archaisms by embodying 

historical music in the operatic score was quite rare, and it became practiced mostly in 

the second half of the nineteenth century, as with references to Bach and allusions to 

Lortzing in Wagner’s Meistersinger. The rediscovery of earlier music by nineteenth-

century composers meant an exploration of the sense of history and historicity of 

music itself. It came to be used in contemporary works as a conscious poetic 

principle. While the eighteenth-century public distinguished between music that was 
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up-to-date or out of fashion, the historicity of music became an important criterion for 

the nineteenth-century audience. 

In the multinational Habsburg Empire (Map 1, Map 2, Map 3), the 

nineteenth-century nation-building was not only a question of a political and social 

transformation like in France or Germany, but actually threatened the very existence 

of the whole state, because many ethnic groups wanted to establish their own separate 

state. Topics of folklore and history became a potential menace for the Viennese 

authorities, since they reminded the public of a separate cultural consciousness that 

was seen as different and sovereign from the imperial identity. In spite of harsh 

censorship, the intelligentsia and some enlightened aristocrats were ardent supporters 

of national theatres and national cultural practices in general. Since a large portion of 

the Empire’s population lived in rural conditions, the Singspiel with its folksiness 

could easily reach a wide public. On the other hand, the increasing interest in history 

and historical drama in the spoken theatre paved the way for the grand opera. This 

operatic form also contained passages of folk music and dances. National operas were 

ideologically the descendants of historical dramas that had already canonised and 

popularised certain topics and historical figures, and musically a mixture of Singspiel 

and grand opera.  

It is impossible to approach the phenomenon of national opera solely from a 

musicological point of view. These operas were actually discursive formations, 

artistic products of the cultural and social practices of the age. They shaped the 

historical consciousness of the public more effectively than scholarly historiographies. 

Most of the works that were regarded national operas, were crossbreeds of 

accumulated national mythology and nineteenth-century political ideology. As John 

Neubauer points out, national operas relied on foreign ideas and aesthetic currents.90 

In spite of the explicit claim of national authenticity and purity by artists and critics, 

in reality the European nineteenth-century national canons were hybrid. Nonetheless, 

they were able to shape the national consciousness of the people, since the 

appropriated foreign elements mingled with the already familiar recurrent topics of 

the historical, literary and musical memory. Plots drawing on history and being 

perceived as an allegory of the contemporary local or rural settings, the language of 

the libretto written in vernacular, and the reminiscences of the folk tunes or well-
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known local melodies incorporated in music, as well as the historical evolution of the 

theatre and opera house into a site of public sphere both contributed to the perception 

of certain works as national operas.  
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Chapter Three 
 

National Opera and the Recycling of Cultural Memory 
 

 

“The view of the past changes 
according to what one wants to see in 
the present”. (Niklas Luhmann)91 

 

I. Memory and history 

   

Memory and identity are two of the most frequently used terms in social 

sciences and humanities today. Because of their frequent use and ever extending 

meaning, they lose rhetorical power unless they are connected to a specific time and 

space. Although much has been written and said lately about memory, we have no 

“art of memory” in the sense ancient and Renaissance writers had, who thought that 

memory could incorporate all knowledge. From the point of view of this dissertation 

it is not necessary to give a general overview of all the current approaches to memory 

and identity. However, we shall indicate the framework within which memory and 

identity function as constructive elements in the national operas and nation-building 

in the nineteenth century.   

 

Pierre Nora asserts:  

 
“We speak so much of memory because there is so little of it left. (…) There are lieux de mémoire, 

sites of memory, because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, real environments of memory. (…) 

What we call memory today is therefore not memory but already history.”92  

 

Memory – and meta-reflection on memory – has always been an important factor of 

European culture. In the nineteenth century, remembering played a vital role in the 

national movements. In most of the cases, remembering was not a natural process, but 

an artificially generated practice, whilst memories were the subject of political 

manipulation and constructive elements of ideologies. If we accept Pierre Nora’s 

                                                
91 Luhmann, Niklas, Essays on Self Reference, New York: Columbia University Press, 1990, 210. 
92 Nora, Pierre: “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”, In. Representations, No. 26, 
Spring, 1989, 7-24, 7. 
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point of view, than we can argue that remembering in the nineteenth-century nation-

building processes had nothing to do with memories and remembering per se, but it 

was already history, a construction in the service of the future.  

Benedict Anderson defined in the Imagined Communities93 the new nation of 

our imagination as a sovereign but limited community, an essential mental construct. 

He emphasised the role of the printed press and literature in the emergence of 

nationalism, which, he claimed was a modern invention, and the nation itself an 

imagined community. In the construction of these imagined communities images and 

stereotypes played a vital role. National imagination made use both of self images and 

images of the others, usually contrasting the two in the favour of self re-presentation. 

These images are culturally defined, but never isolated, never sterile. They mix with 

other cultural images, and they influence each other beyond national and state 

borders. Memories, remembering and history writing played a vital role in 

constructing and spreading such images and creating imagined communities in the 

nineteenth century. 

 

II. Historical reflections on the art of mnemonics 

   

According to Aristotle, one needs pictorial images that are the copies (eikon) 

of the thing remembered in order to remind oneself of something. Aristotle uses two 

more terms when talking about mnemonic technique: phantasia and phantasmata. 

Phantasia refers to the things that appear, but they do not always have to take 

necessarily the form of images. Phantasmata, always refers to an image-like picture.94 

Earlier, Plato95 also connected memory and imagination, suggesting that they both 

involve seeing mental images. That memory and imagination are related is also one of 

the main ideas of the first written document about the art of rhetoric, Rhetorica Ad 

Herennium. Rhetorical interest in memoria appears early, among the sophists, who 

valued its uses in the learning of common-places (stereotypes) and for 

improvisation.96  

                                                
93 Anderson, Benedict: Imagined Communities, London & New York: Verso, 1991. 
94 See Aristotle: On Memory, London: Duckworth, 2004. 
95 Platon: Philebus 38E-39D; Phaedo 73D; Timaeus 26D. 
96 “The treasure-house of the ideas supplied by Invention, to the guardian of all the parts of rhetoric, the 
Memory.” Rhetorica Ad Herennium, (trans. Harry Caplan), Harvard University Press, Loeb Classical 
Library, Cambridge, Massachusetts – London, England, 1999, 205. 
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Simonides of Ceos, the famous ancient poet, is thought to be the first to use 

images when exercising the faculty of recalling things and events.97 According to 

Plutarch, Simonides was the first to compare and equate the methods of painting and 

poetry. Horace sums up this theory in his famous phrase: ut pictura poesis.98 

According to Cicero:  

 
[Simonides] “inferred that persons desiring to train this faculty must select localities and form images 

of the facts they wish to remember and store those images in the localities, with the result that the 

arrangement of the localities will preserve the order of the facts, and the images of the facts will 

designate the facts themselves, and we shall employ the localities and images respectively as a wax 

writing tablet and the letters written on it.”99  
 

Quintilian also used the metaphor of the wax tablet, which afterwards had a long life 

in rhetorical and poetical discourse. “By images I mean the aids we use to mark what 

we have to learn by heart; as Cicero says, we use the Sites of our wax tablet, the 

Symbols as our letters.”100  

Hamlet when talking to the Ghost also applies the metaphor of the “table of 

memory”:  
“Remember thee? Yea, from the table of my memory 

I’ll wipe away all trivial fond records,  

All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past,  

That youth and observation copied there,  

And thy commandment all alone shall live 

Within the book and volume of my brain  

Unmixed with baser matter.”101  
 

                                                
97 Simonides of Ceos (circa 556 to 468 B.C.) belongs to the presocratic age. He was one of the most 
admired poets in Greece. Pythagoras might still have been alive in his youth. He was thought to be the 
first to receive payment for his lyric poems. He is also remembered as being the first to invent the art of 
memory. According to a legend, after a house full of people shattered, Simonides who was at that time 
outside talking to somebody, when was later asked to recall who were captured under the ruins in the 
house, he was able to remember all the names, because he could recall the faces sitting at the dining 
table. He used images in order to remember the names.       
98 „Simonides called painting silent poetry and poetry painting that speaks”. Plutarch: Glory of Athens, 
3.  
99 Cicero: De Oratore (On the Orator) II., (trans. E. W. Sutton – H. Rackham), Harvard University 
Press, Loeb Classical Library Cambridge, Massachusetts – London, England, 1996, 467. 
100 Quintilian: The Orator’s Education, Book V, (trans. Donald A. Russell), Harvard University Press, 
Loeb Classical Library Cambridge, Massachusetts – London, England, 2001, 69. 
101Shakespeare, William: Hamlet, Act I, scene 5, Budapest: Matúra Klasszikusok, Ikon Kiadó, 1993, 
66. 
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Thus memory, imagination, rhetorics, and invention are interlinked in western cultural 

discourse and thinking. Recalling and expressing memories both imply imagination, 

the process of seeing and producing images, through which remembrance is going to 

materialise in the present. The reality of the past is going to be graspable through the 

imagination of the present. In antiquity, the process of imagination and remembering 

developed into an “art”, a discipline of acquiring the skill of remembering and 

representing the past. 

Memory was not only a subcategory of rhetorics. It was treated also as a 

techné and became one of the major subjects taught in the Renaissance. Frances Yates 

describes in The Art of Memory the mnemotechniques that were used in various fields 

in Renaissance Italy. Her research is focused on the concept of the Memory Theatre. 

In the ancient treaties about mnemotechniques the art of memory involves Memory 

Theatres or Memory Palaces that refer to real or virtual buildings well known to the 

orator. When he learns a speech by heart to remember it later, he has to ‘place’ the 

different parts of the speech in this building; he can then easily recall the parts of his 

speech by only walking through the familiar places of the building. Usually they used 

a big and very well-know building like a theatre, a palace, or other public institution. 

Yates discovered a resemblance between the description of a Memory Theatre by the 

Renaissance English writer Robert Fludd and descriptions of Shakespeare’s Globe 

Theatre, pointing out that the use of this technique of memorisation lingered on in 

Western culture, and was especially used in the hermetic tradition and by 

freemasons.102 

Imagination and memories were important in Baroque period too (it is enough 

to think of the hundreds of memoires and diaries written in that period); however, the 

ars memoriae began to decline. In the Enlightenment memory played a less important 

role, since both heritage and tradition were criticised by the intellectuals of that time. 

However, in Romanticism memories were again placed in the foreground of cultural 

and political discourses, and became the perfect tools for manipulating cultural and 

national identity. The primary cause of the fragility of identity is its relation to time: 

memory can be viewed as a temporal component of identity: 

 
“The heart of the problem is the mobilisation of memory in the service of the quest, the appeal, the 

demand for identity. In what follows from this, we recognise some disturbing symptoms: too much 
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memory, in a certain region of the world, hence an abuse of memory; not enough memory elsewhere, 

hence an abuse of forgetting. It is in the problematic of identity that we have to seek the cause of the 

fragility of memory manipulated in this way. This is in addition to the properly cognitive frailty 

resulting from the proximity between memory and imagination, which finds in the latter its spur and its 

helper.”103  

 

  With this short historical overview I would like to draw the attention to the link 

between a conscious cultivation of memory in Western culture. Men of letters have 

always been interested in the link between memory, art and imagination. In the 

nineteenth-century there is a conscious turn towards collective memory or cultural 

memory. History became to be seen as a narrative of the cultural memory, and as such 

it could be used as a tool for manipulating the cultural identity of the people. History 

– whether in fiction, theatre or scholarly study – enthralled the nineteenth-century 

European intelligentsia, and by focusing on the local past history became one of the 

most important factors in shaping cultural memory and thus influencing collective 

identity.     

 

III. Collective memory, cultural memory, national identity  

 

We may describe cultural memory as a way in which a group of people with a 

shared historical knowledge and cultural consciousness perceive the past in order to 

define their present identity. People have a common cultural memory as long as they 

see themselves as part of a collective story. Heroes, narratives, values, great leaders 

and rulers are essential elements of cultural memory. Cultural memory creates, shapes 

and preserves the spiritual cultural heritage. Sharing a common cultural memory and 

claiming the legacy of a common cultural heritage are the two most important factors 

of a cultural identity. 

Memory – be it collective or personal – becomes important when one wants to 

define or redefine, present or re-present oneself. In the nineteenth century in East-

Central Europe, the engagement with national past was triggered by the general 

interest in professional history writing, and by the political aspirations of sovereignty.  

Every newly formed nation wanted to remember and reconstruct its past and thus to 
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create temporal and topological lieux de memoires. But how can past – something that 

happened centuries ago – be remembered by a community in the present? How can 

memory be transmitted? While remembering seems at first sight to be an entirely 

natural – and many times uncontrollable – process, collective remembering or 

commemoration is largely controlled, manipulated and contingent. In order to 

understand remembering we have to interpret and understand the intentions of the “re-

producers” of memories and the motivations, and the reactions of the “consumers” of 

memories.   

A cultural community does not remember actual facts only their shifting 

historical representations. A historical figure that was celebrated as a national hero, 

symbolising national unity in nineteenth-century cultural memory – in 

historiographies, poems, novels, theatre plays, public discourses – could have been 

perceived differently earlier. Such is the case of Mihai Viteazul (Michael the Brave) 

who was born in 1558 and died in 1601. In the first historiographies written in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century he was mentioned as a great military leader who 

successfully defended the country against the Ottoman army. By the middle of the 

nineteenth century, however, he began to be seen as the national hero, who managed 

to unite the three principalities – Wallachia, Moldova and Transylvania – that 

constitute present day Romania. He is also the protagonist of the first Romanian 

national opera Mihai Bravul în ajunul bătăliei de la Călugăreni (1848) composed by 

the German Ion Andrei Wachmann (1807-1863) on Ion Heliade Rădulescu’s (1802-

1872) libretto. No wonder that all through the twentieth century, when the present day 

modern Romanian state was formed, Mihai Viteazul has been a recurrent character of 

the nationalist rhetoric and became a favourite hero of the Ceauşescu regime.104 

Memory and remembering can be easily ideologised through narrative 

configuration.  

 
“Imposed memory is armed with history that is itself “authorised”, the official history, the history 

publicly learned and celebrated. A trained memory is in fact, on the institutional plane an instructed 

memory. (…) To this forced memorisation are added the customary commemorations. A formidable 

pact is concluded in this way between remembrance, memorisation, and commemoration.”105 

 

                                                
104 For a detailed analysis see Chapter Eight and for a quick overview of the alterations of Mihai 
Vitazul’s perception in Romanian cultural memory see Appendix 3.   
105 Ricoeur, 85. 
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Though it seems that remembering and recycling cultural memories is a natural 

process, most of the time it is actually influenced and manipulated by external factors. 

Remembering rarely “just happens”. Often it runs on a political and ideological level, 

so that certain memories become more important than others. 

Collective memory is not homogeneous. Memory might differ among the 

various social subgroups (e.g. women, men, between the different religious groups). 

Let us call this ingroup memory. These groups might remember different things and 

can have divergent accounts of the past. Another differentiation can be made between 

so-called official or controlled memories supported by the dominant authorities and 

non-official, folk like or uncontrolled memories, which disseminate and circulate 

more freely among the people. We could also approach the problem from a 

Foucauldian perspective and call these categories dominant and subversive memories. 

For example, if a state-supported history of a country is meant to legitimate a 

government and officially spread on every cultural level, foremost in education, 

subversive histories may circulate among the public orally or in “samizdat” and 

“grassroots” publications. These two types of memories often mix. The dominant 

memory can be so strong that it infiltrates all the layers of the collective memory; or, 

vice versa, subversive memory – following a social, political and cultural revolution – 

can overwrite the earlier, official remembrance.  

Another division of cultural memory and remembering might be described as 

vertical and horizontal, memories, according to their route and mode of dissemination 

in society. Vertical memories refer to memory transfer among a certain social group, 

while horizontal memories denote the diffusion of memories between the different 

social classes from high to low and vice versa. However, the circulation is never 

exclusively vertical or horizontal; different epochs are characterised by the 

preponderance of one or the other. For instance while remembering was in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century predominantly horizontal, in the nineteenth 

century, with the restructuring of the society and the high appreciation of folklore, 

mostly vertical. Thus folk songs, rural settings and folk epic appeared on the operatic 

stages that before were dominated by Gods, kings or aristocrats. The memory of the 

Hungarian anti-Habsburg kuruc movement led by Ferenc Rákóczy II (1676-1735) 
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could be an example:106 the remembrance of the kuruc revolt was officially 

suppressed by the Habsburg authorities, but its memory had been preserved for 

centuries in countless folk songs, legends or literary works and counterfeits. Yet, in 

the nineteenth century, in spite of the so-called dominant memories and the horizontal 

remembering of the previous century, the kuruc movement and the Rákóczy-songs 

could become focal elements of a collective memory. It was symbolising the fight for 

independence under the Habsburg rule, because this issue was again crucial for the 

nineteenth-century Hungarian public. 

Cultural memories are transmitted both in time and space. Studying cultural 

memory one should consider its temporal aspect, denoting the time span in which 

memories have been passed from one generation to the other, and its topographic 

aspect, referring to the spatial territories where these memories were circulating. A 

memory that seems to be ages old and typical for a specific cultural community, can 

actually be just newly created – for example for political reason – and can be 

borrowed from another cultural community. Nineteenth-century nationalism often 

manipulated both the temporal and the topographic aspects of cultural memory, which 

could result in serious debates. Such was the case of the so-called Vadrózsa-pör107 

(the quarrel of the wild roses), a debate about the originality of national ballads in 

Transylvania involving a series of pamphlets written by Hungarian and Romanian 

intellectuals in the 1860s, triggered by the publication of a volume of folk ballads by 

the Hungarian collector János Kriza (1811-1875).108  

Memories were unearthed and remembered, or, if there were none, they were 

created and forged. Memories are not homogeneous, but can be divided along power 

relations into dominant and subversive memories, or into controlled and uncontrolled 

memories. Memories can be characterised alongside their distribution by topological 

and temporal factors, or based on the direction of their transmission into vertical and 

horizontal memories. The question arises whether we can construct a general pattern 

of remembrance. Can we describe the circulation of memories with one universal 

                                                
106  The word kuruc denoted that part of Hungarian nobility, soldiers and peasants, who were against 
the Habsburg rule in Hungary. Hungarian linguists cannot agree about the etymology of the word. 
Some maintain that it comes from the latin “crux” (crusaders), some suggest that it originates from the 
word kuroc, kurus and meant rebel or thief. Later the kuruc movements and uprisings were also 
supported by other nationalities living on the territory of Hungary. The antonym of kuruc was labanc, 
which always referred to the Habsburgs and Austrians in general. 
107 Magyar Néprajzi Lexikon, vol. 5, (Ed. Ortutay Gyula), Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1982.  
108 The quarrel over the origins of the ballad Kőműves Kelemen led to famous Vadrózsa-trial between 
the Hungarian and Romanian literary historians. 
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model or system? Or, on the contrary, does every age have its specific way of 

remembering and commemorating the past? If memory is constantly changing, how is 

it possible that certain units of memory (a name of a hero, a significant battle or other 

political event, etc.) is nevertheless remembered, is passed on from generation to 

generation, and can evoke strong emotions (like nationalist sentiments) centuries after 

centuries? It is not the task of this dissertation to give elaborate answers to all these 

questions. However, they cannot be completely dismissed when talking about the 

relation of nationalism and culture in nineteenth-century Europe. Nationalism 

consciously used and shaped collective memories, and the restructuring of memories 

inherited from previous centuries became more significant than ever before. 

 

IV. Recycling Cultural Memory 

 

The “art of nineteenth-century cultural memory” managed to create collective 

identities, in which the people could recognise themselves as a nation. How and with 

what means could this be achieved? Was it entirely orchestrated by the state or the 

dominant political class, or, on the contrary, was it something spontaneous, a 

grassroots type of remembering? What memories were recycled? How and through 

what means did the recycling take place? In order to answer these questions I am 

going to analyse some nineteenth-century operas that were regarded as national 

operas, in order to show that in the nineteenth century opera and music were media 

through which memories could be transferred and circulated effectively. Opera, as a 

multimedia art form, had both the means and the popularity among the public to 

function as an efficient copier and carrier of cultural memory. According to Ann 

Rigney  

 
“Once cultural memory is seen as something dynamic, as a result of recursive acts of remembrance, 

rather than as something like an unchanging and pre-given inheritance, then the way is opened to 

thinking about what could be called ‘memory transfer’.”109  

 

Following this line of thought we shall focus on memory transfer as cultural 

recycling. Cultural recycling can be regarded as an act of appropriation, adaptation, 
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translation, intertextuality or parody110. In the nineteenth century, all these forms were 

used as poetic principles. Adaptation and appropriation were the two most 

preponderant modes of recycling in the theatre and opera. The libretti were based on 

already widely known literary works. Walter Scott, Victor Hugo, Schiller, and 

Shakespeare inspired opera composers and librettists. These dramas romanticised, 

fictionalised and distorted the past, but they significantly influenced the historical 

consciousness of the people.  

On the musical level, history appeared only later on the operatic stage. 

Although exotic and folk tunes had already been used for the musical representation 

of couleur locale to depict a remote land or an alien milieu (Mozart: The Abduction 

from the Seraglio, Borodin: Prince Igor the Polovtsian dances), the conscious use of 

archaism by embodying historical music in the operatic score was quite rare, and was 

mostly practised in the second half of the nineteenth century (e.g. references to Bach 

and allusions to Lortzing in Wagner’s Die Meistersinger). When nineteenth-century 

composers rediscovered earlier music, they came to explore history and the historicity 

of music itself, and used it in contemporary works as a conscious poetic principle. 

While eighteenth-century public distinguished between music that was up-to-date or 

out of fashion, the historicity of music became an important criteria of for the 

nineteenth-century audience. 

Dances, musical motives, stories of well-known heroes, famous events of the 

past were “reanimated”, reworked and recirculated in order to make claim on a 

common past narrative. However, in spite of the nineteenth-century ideology that a 

nation was organic and authentic, both the recycled material and the mode of 

recycling were international or rather, supranational, and entangled. For example the 

source material for the libretto of Ferenc Erkel’s (1810-1893) national opera Bánk bán 

(1867) was József Katona’s (1791-1830) play Bánk bán (1820), the Hungarian 

national drama, nevertheless, fifteen percent of it consists of quotations from other, 

mainly German literary works. 

Erkel also recycled verbunkos tunes, reminiscent of the style of the famous 

Rákóczy-nóta (Rákóczy song), (Example 1) which was popularised by the Rákóczy 

March in the first act of Hector Berlioz’s La damnation de Faust. (CD-Musical 

example) But why and how did the Rákóczy-march and verbunkos music become to 
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be regarded as par excellence Hungarian? In order to answer this question pure 

musicological research is not enough. Only an interdisciplinary investigation might 

throw some light on the relationship of verbunkos and Hungarian national identity. 

Berlioz orchestrated this piece in 1845, when he was giving a series of concerts in 

Pest, and as he recalls in his Mémoires he achieved a huge success with it among the 

Hungarian public. However, Berlioz also mentions that the idea to play the Rákóczy 

March for a Hungarian public was suggested to him by his Viennese friends and that 

it was Ferenc Erkel (1810-1893), the conductor of the National Theatre in Pest, who 

gave Berlioz the musical score of the Rákóczy March. The Rákóczy March had 

therefore already been widely known in Hungary and in the neighbouring Vienna; it 

stirred up national feelings in the public prior to the revolution of 1848. Why did this 

piece become so significant in nineteenth-century Europe? 

The first written trace of the basic motif of the Rákóczy March appeared in a 

Slovakian text of the Vietorisz-Kodex (1680), a book containing different dance music 

scores. There it was titled “Oláh tánc” (Walachian/Romanian dance). A few years 

later it was copied without text into the Szirmai-Keczerschen Handschrift in northern 

Hungary, and it also appeared in the Handschrift von Appony (Oponice) (1730). Its 

final version, which later became to be known as Rákóczy-nóta (Rákóczy-song), dates 

from 1780 and appeared with a Hungarian text.111 This song became widely played in 

Hungary during and after the Rákóczy kuruc uprising and the following war of 

independence against the House of the Habsburgs between 1706-1711.  

This Hungarian revolt was known everywhere in Europe and it was regarded 

as a war against Habsburg absolutism. Hungarians were associated with the idea of 

freedom fighters even from the sixteenth century, when Hungary became the Western 

border of the expanding Ottoman Empire. The association of the Hungarians with 

military practices had already been embedded in the European cultural memory. No 

wonder that in the upheaval of the revolution of 1848 – another war of independence 

against the Habsburg rule – the Rákóczy theme became again popular not only in 

music, but also in literature and fine arts. Witness the many dramas, novels, poems 

and paintings inspired by the Rákóczy uprising.  

The image of the Hungarians as soldiers and the significant position of the 

Rákóczy uprising in European cultural and historical memory as well as the 
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cultivation of this memory in various European works of arts from all over in 

Europe.112 Many magyar huszárs (Hungarian soldiers) of noble origin emigrated to 

France after the Habsburgs oppressed the Rákóczy revolution. These huszárs – in 

French hussards – were quite popular in the circles of the anti-Habsburg French court 

and aristocracy. The French literati idealised the Hungarian huszár: for example 

Montesquieu created a highly idealised image of the Hungarian nobility, emphasising 

their striving for freedom and independence.113 This image had been recycled in the 

French literature in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. The huszár became a 

popular figure of theatres plays and novel. One of the first records of such a character 

on the French stage is in the play by Ronchon de Chabannes entitled Heureusement 

(1762). In the nineteenth century the huszárs appear more frequently in the theatre 

especially in operettas and vaudevilles.114 Stendhal in the La chartreuse de Parme 

(1839) and Balzac in Le Lys dans la vallée (1835) also use the figure of the huszár. 

The French Romantic artists and travel literature writers sympathised with the 

Hungarian revolution of independence, and they often mention the huszárs as a 

symbol of freedom. Auguste de Gerando gave one of the most suggestive descriptions 

about the ornamented dress and the chivalrous nature of the huszárs stressing the 

exotic oriental origins of the magyars.115 In the French cultural memory the Magyar 

huszárs represented the joyful hero, who gained mythical properties during the ages. 

No wonder then why Berlioz included the passage of the Hungarian Plains in his 

Faust Symphony.   

As it is, it floats in mid-air would explain the status of the verbunkos music 

and the reputation of the Rákóczy song. But why was this verbunkos music, a mixture 

of Magyar, Slovak, Serbian and Romanian cultural influences, identified as a 

Hungarian style? Music history needs again cultural history as companion in order 

answer this question. Hungary was in that time the second biggest country ruled by 

                                                                                                                                       
111 Szabolcsi, Bence: “Die Handschrift von Appony (Oponice)”, In. Studia Musicologica Academiae 
Scientiarum Hungaricae, 1964, 4. 
112 In 1707 in Paris the first French biography of Rákóczy is published. In 1711 in Leipzig a history of 
the Rákóczy war entitled "Wahrhafte curieuse Beschreibung von dem mit 1701-1711 gewährten 
neunjährigen Rebellionskrieg in Ungarn". Rákóczy himself wrote a history of the revolution, "Histoire 
des Revolutions de Hongrie" that was published in 1739 in The Hague. (Asztalos Miklós: II. Rákóczi 
Ferenc és kora, Budapest: Dante, II. book, II. part, III. chapter.) 
113 Köpeczi Béla: Montesquieu és a magyar feudalizmus. In: Köpeczi Béla: Magyarok és franciák, 
Budapest, 1985. 319-336. 
114 Hankiss János: Lumière de Hongrie, Budapest, 1935. 67.  
115 Auguste de Gerando "La Transylvanie et ses habitants" quoted by Rubin Péter: Francia barátunk, 
Auguste de Gerando (1819-1849). Budapest, 1982. 57-58. 



 73 

the Habsburgs. However, the inhabitants of Hungary were of multiethnic origin: 

Magyars, Slovaks, Serbs, Croatians, Romanians and Germans constituted the 

population, among which the largest group were the Magyars. In the eighteenth 

century cultural-political identity was bound to the land and not to the culture of a 

specific ethnic group. It is this Hungarus identity that begins to slowly disintegrate by 

the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the former patriotism – the loyalty to 

one’s country – is replaced by nationalism – a form of cultural identity defined by 

“national” values. 

The Magyars, since they were the largest group living on the territory of 

Hungary, tried to shape their separate Hungarian identity and to distinguish 

themselves both from the German speaking population and from the other ethnicities. 

In the nineteenth century art was regarded as evidence of “national excellence” 

everywhere in Europe and it became an ideology, which could feed national pride. 

Music became one of the most important tools of this ideology. Magyar – a word used 

as synonym for Hungarian – national consciousness was seen as a direct and organic 

continuation of the Ungaresca or Hungarus identity. Even though the Hungarus 

concept disintegrated by the mid-nineteenth century, the new nationalist ideology 

merged with the older terminology thus creating the sense of national continuity and 

authenticity.  

Verbunkos music was identified with Hungary and Hungarian style because 

this music had been played on the territory of Hungary for at least two centuries and 

its early versions were mentioned in German collections as Ungarescas or Hungarian 

dances. However, the concept of Ungaresca denoted in the eighteenth century 

something different as the Magyar (or Hungarian) concept of the nineteenth century. 

The semantic shift was in disjunction with the actual cultural reality. This is how the 

Ungaresca style, later known as verbunkos music, became to be viewed as Magyar-

Hungarian national music par excellence. 

International cultural memories involve national stereotypes that linger on and 

are revived from time to time as representations of that national culture though the 

represented nation rejects this image. Such is the case of identifying Hungarian music 

with “Gypsy” music. How persistent and how controversial such memories are can be 

illustrated with a recent upheaval in the Hungarian media about a photo of a Roma 

family sitting and smiling at the photographer while picnicking in a park somewhere 

in a Belgian city. The photo was the illustration of a street poster (Image 2) that 
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advertised a concert with works of two Hungarian composers, Béla Bartók (1881-

1945) and György Ligeti (1923-2006), performed by the Belgian State Orchestra. 

Following the publication of the poster, a series of protest started in the Hungarian 

media against this representation of Hungarian music.116 But why indeed does the 

Roma family represent Hungarian music? In order to be able to answer this question 

we have to go one century back in time. Ferenc Liszt (1811-1886), the renowned 

musician of Hungarian origin, was the first to argue in his book Des Bohémiens et de 

leur musique en Hongrie published in 1859 in Paris (Image 3) that Hungarian music 

is strongly linked to Gypsy culture. According to Liszt, Hungarian music was carried 

and performed in Europe by the Gypsies, and Hungarian music profited enormously 

from the Gypsy’s inventiveness and virtuosity. Liszt’s opinion reflects a nineteenth-

century infatuation with the exotic, but it is based on the undeniable historical fact 

that the Gypsy musicians born in Hungary became famous and were appreciated by 

the European public. One of the best-known of these Gypsy musicians was János 

Bihari (1764-1827), the pioneer of the verbunkos style. Hungarian music was 

associated with the Gypsies in European cultural consciousness already in the 

eighteenth century. Witness the visual representation of Hungarian music and 

musicians in numerous drawings, painting, and lithographs. (Image 4, Image 5) 

However, contrary to Liszt’s warm words about and appreciation of the Gypsies, there 

was also another, much more negative, discursive construction of the relation between 

the Gypsies and Hungarian music. The originally German Samuel Friedrich Stock, 

notary in Nagyszeben (Sibiu or Hermannstadt) tried to degrade Hungarian music in 

his Transylvanian music history, Geschichte der Musik in Siebenbürgen (published in 

1814 in the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung), in order to emphasise Transylvania’s 

German musical culture: “It is not by chance that for centuries Hungarians were 

famous for their horses and swords, and not for their culture. Music was detested 

among Hungarians, and it became the property of the Gypsies.”117 After discussing 

and expressing his appreciation for the role of the Germans in Transylvania’s musical 

culture, Stock asserts that, contrary to German music, the Hungarian one is played by 

the “lowest of the lowest, by the trash of society”, the Gypsies.118 Even though this 
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writing is imbued with the nationalistic upheaval of the nineteenth century it is still 

surprising that Stock should paint such a negative picture of the Gypsies and 

Hungarian musicians, while Europe was charmed the violin playing of Bihari.  

The poster of the Belgian State Orchestra is recycling the image of Hungarian 

music as Gypsy music, which has been for at least two centuries part of Europe’s 

cultural memory. Ironically, exactly Bartók and Ligeti, these two Transylvanian born 

composers, were the ones, who deliberately distanced themselves from the verbunkos 

and looked beyond nineteenth-century national images of Hungarian music in their 

search for musical material. Bartók revised Liszt’s ideas about Hungarian music, and 

pointed out with the support of numerous ethnomusicological references that real 

Hungarian peasant music is much different from the kind of verbunkos that entered in 

European and Hungarian cultural memory as the Hungarian music par excellence 119. 

Ligeti, who in many respects continued Bartók, was one of the most remarkable 

Hungarian Jewish musicians of the twentieth century. He was a great explorer of 

electronic texture and complex mechanical rhythms, explain a style that is radically 

different from the verbunkos performed by the Gypsies, even in our own days. The 

poster of the Belgian State orchestra is the worst possible visual representation of 

Bartók’s and Ligeti’s music, though the idea behind it is comprehensible through the 

perspective of recycling cultural memory. 

Pondering the problems of national literary histories, René Wellek and Austin 

Warren were puzzled by the following questions:  

 
“Is it the mere fact of political independence? Is it the national consciousness of the authors 

themselves? Is it the use of national subject matter and ‘local color’? Or is it the rise of a definite 

national literary style?”120  

 

When thinking about music history one encounters the same set of questions. Wellek 

and Warren arrive at the following conclusion: 

 
“Only when we have reached decisions on these problems shall we be able to write histories of national 

literature which are not simply geographical or linguistic categories, shall we be able to analyse the 
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exact way in which each national literature enters into European tradition. Universal and national 

literatures implicate each other.”121  

 

This last statement is especially true for music. Music is less tied to national 

boundaries than literature, which is linguistically defined. Nevertheless, music can 

create and establish national memories. It is not the use of the 16-measure binary 

section form motif in itself that makes a piece of music Hungarian, but rather its 

historicity and its place in cultural memory.  

Operas were a cluster of memories, multiplying them every time they were 

performed. The libretti of these operas were usually based on well known – most of 

the time “national” – stories, but they narrated them according to present parameters, 

and they used those musical patterns that had already been canonised and therefore 

recognised as national. National operas usually contained some kind of dramatic 

moment when recognition took place. This was most of the time connected to 

somebody’s realisation that his or her identity had been erroneously interpreted or 

misrepresented in the past, and that this will have to be rectified in the future. The 

dramatic moment of recognition was linked to the poetic representation of the act of 

national awakening. When examining the nationalist discourses Ernest Gellner notes: 

 
“Probably the most commonly used word in the nationalist vocabulary is: awakening. (…) The root of 

the word is the same as that which occurs in ‘the Buddha’, but of course what is at issue here is 

national, not spiritual awakening.”122  

 

Recognition is always cultural and temporal. What and how does one recognise? It is 

strongly linked to identity whether we have to recognise (i.e. identify) something or 

we want others to recognise us. In order to recognise something we have to have a 

notion of the thing or to have seen/heard it before. Recognition involves memory. 

Paul Ricoeur argued in The Course of Recognition that we have to separate the idem 

identity (same as itself) and the ipse identity (changing identity). The ipse identity is 

always grounded in the historical condition.123 Ricoeur introduces a third kind: 

narrative identity, which places the idem and ipse identity in dialectic relation. 

                                                
121 Ibid. 41. 
122 Gellner, Ernest: Nationalism, London: Phoenix, 1997, 8. 
123 Ricoeur, Paul: The Course of Recognition (trans. David Pellauer), Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 2005, 101. 



 77 

Narrative identity also involves another dialectic: identity confronted by otherness. 

Identity in this sense has two sides: a private and a public one. According to Ricoeur:  

 
“It is worth noting that ideologies of power undertake, all too successfully, unfortunately, to manipulate 

these fragile identities through symbolic mediations of action, and principally thanks to the resources 

for variation offered by the work of narrative configuration, given that it is always possible to narrate 

differently. These resources of reconfiguration then become resources for manipulation. The temptation 

regarding identity that lies in the withdrawal of ipse-identity to idem-identity thrives on this slippery 

slope.”124  

 

Nineteenth-century nationalism, as expressed in public discourse and in the arts, was 

promoting this shift from ipse-identity to a consciousness of idem-identity. The first 

music histories and literary representations of national music can be approached with 

an analysis of narrative identity, which is an interplay of the ipse and idem identities. 

This interplay was used – unconsciously and consciously – to conceptualise national 

music and to influence its reception by the national and European audience (see 

Chapter Four). As Ricoeur writes:  

 
“To recognise as an act expresses a pretension, a claim, to exercise an intellectual mastery over this 

field of meanings, of significant assertions. At the opposite end of this trajectory, the demand for 

recognition expresses an expectation that can be satisfied only by mutual recognition, where this 

mutual recognition either remains an unfulfilled dream or requires procedures and institutions that 

elevate recognition to the political plane.”125  
 

Private identity becomes restrained by collective identity. For example, in Glinka’s A 

Life for the Tsar (1836) Ivan Susanin’s daughter cannot marry until the new tsar of 

Russia is not elected. Public duties are always ranked higher than private family life. 

Private identity is defined and imagined as part of a collective identity. An important 

component of collective identity is the nation’s topological imagination, which is 

usually connected to the settling of a nation.  

These places of settling were re-presented in nineteenth-century national 

works of art. The representation of the Hungarian plain, the Magyar puszta or Alföld 

appeared, for instance, in numerous theatre plays, poems, novels and paintings. 

National operas were mostly placed in rural or mythical scenery: Weber’s Der 
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Freischütz (1821) is located in the mythic world of the German forests, Smetana’s 

The Bartered Bride (1870) takes place in a Bohemian village, whereas the plot of 

Libuse (1881), which narrates the foundation of Czech nation, unfolds in the half 

rural, half mythical Czech landscape. The action of Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar is also 

centered in a small Russian village somewhere near Moscow, just as Stanisław 

Moniuszko’s Halka (1847) is placed in the traditional Polish countryside. Temporal 

imagination, having the same history, being part of a collective story of the nation was 

also a crucial element of national operas. Opera had the potential of effectively 

recycling and combining these images of cultural memory, therefore becoming a 

“memory theatres” of the nation. Frances Yates pointed out when analysing the art of 

memory that certain well-known public buildings, so-called theatres of memory, were 

used to remember and recall the parts of a speech. Nineteenth-century national operas 

were artistic constructions intended to become such “theatres of memory”; in their 

every element they were able to re-awaken, re-circle and re-present for the audience 

national narratives. 

Jan Assmann writes that every culture develops connective structures both on 

social and temporal levels. These connective structures bound individuals together, 

because they create a common symbolic range of meaning that enhances collective 

consciousness. Individuals can also denote and verbalise their identity with the 

personal pronoun we, because each member is connected to the other via the 

connective structures of collective knowledge and collective self-imagination/self-

identification, which are based, on one hand, on commonly accepted shared rules and 

values, and, on the other, on common memories. Assmann claims that repetition – or 

rather recursion – is the basis of every connective structure. The concept of the canon 

denotes the principle that strengthens the temporal and material regularity and 

uniformity of the connective structures of a certain period and culture. By developing 

the culture and practice of remembering, societies form and perpetuate their self-

definition and self-identity through centuries.126 The recursive nature of these 

connective structures is underpinned and guaranteed by the recycling of memories, 

which – whether in history books, novels, theatre plays, art, press, or opera – 

communicate similar, but not identical, images of a cultural community. However, 
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these images are always symbolic, constructed and reconstructed, never naturally 

given. Theatre and opera in particular proved to be a perfect medium for 

communicating ideas and images of collective identity in nineteenth-century Europe. 

One could ask, why opera had such an important role in nineteenth-century 

cultural nationalism. One possible answer is that because as a multimedia art form it 

has a great impact on the cognitive and emotional capacities of the audience. Another 

answer might be the function of the sound, which is a constitutive part of the opera.  

 
“Sight isolates, sound incorporates. Whereas sight situates the observer outside what he views, at a 

distance, sound pours into the hearer. Vision dissects, as Merleau-Ponty has observed. Vision comes to 

a human being from one direction at a time: to look at a room or landscape, I must move my eyes 

around from one part to another. When I hear, however, I gather sound simultaneously from every 

direction at once: I am at the centre of my auditory world, which envelopes me, establishing me at a 

kind of core of sensation and existence. (…) You can immerse yourself in hearing, in sound. There is 

no way to immerse yourself similarly in sight. By contrast with vision, the dissecting sense, sound is 

thus a unifying sense. A typical visual ideal is clarity and distinctness, a taking apart. (…) The auditory 

ideal, by contrast, is harmony, a putting together.”127  

 

The location of the opera, the theatre, is also suitable for generating and strengthening 

feelings of communion.  

 
“There is no collective noun or concept for readers corresponding to “audience”. The collective 

‘readership’ – this magazine has a readership of two million – is a far-gone abstraction. To think of 

readers as a united group, we have to fall back on calling them an ‘audience’, as though they were in 

fact listeners.”128  

 

Remembering was not only a personal, Bergsonian experience, but also a 

socially-constructed present-oriented collective creation, as Halbwachs describes 

collective memory. In East-Central Europe, the singing of national operas in 

vernacular added extra strength to the feeling of collectivity. Watching an opera, 

members of the audience did recognised themselves as We rather than I. While earlier 

operas about aristocrats and their adventures were presented to aristocrats in an 

aristocratic theatre, the protagonist of the operas in the nineteenth century were the 

people or a ruler fighting for his people. The audience was also the people regardless 
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to what social strata they belonged, because they all thought of themselves and 

recognised themselves as being members of a collectivity called nation. 

Aristotle argues in his Poetics argues that in tragedy the auditory nature of the 

verbal text and the visual realisation of the play jointly help the listeners to experience 

pleasure. Another kind of pleasure is implied by the nature of tragedy as imitation, 

since imitation involves recognition, which is pleasurable. When we are watching a 

tragedy we must engage in a similar process of recognition and understanding. 

Another important characteristic of tragedy is katharsis that could be translated as 

purification. Aristotle claims that music is a perfect vehicle to achieve katharsis. In 

Politics he states: “Music is capable of making the character of the soul be of a certain 

sort”.129 

Opera has all the characteristics of the tragedy. It involves music, text and 

visual elements that together invoke katharsis and the pleasure of recognition. 

Spectators recognised in the opera themselves or an idea with what they were already 

familiar as individuals belonging to a cultural, national community. They were not 

only and not primarily an I but a We. The chorus in the nineteenth-century opera also 

changed its function, as we shall see in Chapter Nine: while in the earlier operas the 

chorus resonated the feelings and thoughts of individuals and was only a conventional 

structural element, in the nineteenth century it became the representation of the 

people. It was not only a passive voice, but had an active function in the opera both on 

the textual level of the story and on musical level just like in the early ancient Greek 

tragedies until the time of Aeschylus. The chorus functioned both as actor and 

spectator, not only as commentator of the play. Thus the audience of the opera could 

easily recognise itself in the chorus and identify with it. 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, operas were presented mostly in 

the theatres of royal aristocratic courts, but in the nineteenth century public opera 

houses were built all over Europe. They could admit a much larger and a socially 

much more diverse audience. While earlier only a very narrow strata of society had 

the privilege to attend opera performances, in the nineteenth century opera houses 

opened basically to everybody who could afford to pay for the ticket. Not only  

aristocrats, but also middle-class and lower middle-class citizens were sitting in the 

audience. Earlier maybe they could have never met or have the chance to sit together 
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in a room, but in the theatre this was possible, which also gave a sense of community 

and collectivity. The stories presented to them invoked cultural, historical memories 

that were already familiar to every educated – and not so educated – person in the 

audience. As the next Chapter is going to argue, people remembered and recognised 

units of the cultural memory, as being “national”, because these ideas “were in the 

air”, they were circulating in the daily press, in pamphlets and the public sphere in 

general. Opera as an element of the emerging public sphere, had a significant role in 

the recycling and dissemination of such topoi. 
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Chapter Four 

 

Conceptualising National Music in Hungary and Romania 

Music in Discourse and Practice 

 
“Any aspect of reality that we wish to grasp has been 
formed in advance by language, which supplies the 
categories in which we perceive and interpret that reality.” 
(Carl Dahlhaus)130 
 
“The history of a concept is not wholly and entirely that of 
progressive refinement, its continuously increasing 
rationality, its abstraction gradient, but that of its various 
fields of constitution and validity, that of its successive 
rules of use, that of the many theoretical contexts in which 
it developed and matured.” (Michel Foucault)131 

 

  

I. Music and discourse  
 

One of the most significant aspects of nineteenth-century musical culture is its 

prevalence in public discourse and literary texts. The aesthetic currency and the social 

function of music were never so high as in nineteenth-century Europe. Ut pictura 

poesis had gradually been replaced by ut musica poesis. The function of music 

changed: from a form of entertainment it became the ultimate aesthetic experience. It 

is the century that fostered both the emancipation of instrumental music and the 

development of musical genres related to texts, such as the Romantic lied and opera. 

Paradoxically, the century that elevated the aesthetic position of pure instrumental 

music to unprecedented stature, fervently pursued also the conceptualisation and 

definition of music in relation to language and the literary imagination. 

Scholarly evidence seems to show that the discourse about music affects not 

only the listening process but also the compositional techniques. Nevertheless, this 

interconnection has seldom been studied either by musicologists or by cultural 

historians in reference to the emergence of nineteenth-century national musical 
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canons. This chapter shall focus on the relation between discourse about music and 

the formation of national musical canons, as well as on the cultural-historical aspects 

of the conceptualisation of what was national in Hungary and Romania. The 

following pages are going to examine the dynamism between nationalistic discourses 

and musical compositions, as well as the function of music in the development of the 

public sphere in nineteenth-century Hungary and Romania. I shall argue, on the one 

hand, that music, as a central factor of cultural nationalism, became a marker of 

national identity and it had an important function in the construction of the public 

sphere, and, on the other, that the aesthetic and cultural role of music cannot be 

comprehended without considering its social and cultural context. 

The term discourse as used in this dissertation denotes all those practices of 

written and oral communication that contribute to the definition and conceptualisation 

of a specific topic. Following the works of Michel Foucault and his theory concerning 

the relationship of discourse, knowledge, and power, I argue that discourse about 

music influenced the way people perceived music. By embodying music in nationalist 

discourses, referring to music in national terms, and comparing it to national 

language, the reception of certain musical textures and pieces came to be regarded as 

representations of national identity. As I have argued in the previous chapter, the 

perception of national music in the nineteenth century was most of the time a product 

of the interplay between cultural practice and discourse132, and was not grounded in 

any scholarly (ethno)musicological research. Though ethno-musicological 

investigations emerge only in the twentieth century,133 when, in spite of the new 

evidences that questioned the historical accounts and musical perception of the 

previous century, the older discourse about national music lingered on in cultural 

memory. 

In the nineteenth-century language was conceived as a world-view, not as a 

medium for the representation of ideas but as the medium through which our 

perception of the world is shaped. This view substantially contributed to the 

interpretation of all other aspects of human culture. Language became the ultimate 

legitimation for the perception of reality. As Foucault argues in The Order of Things: 

                                                
132 I define discourse in a broader sense incorporating oral, written, and visual representations and 
thematisations of music. 
133 In Romania ethno-musicological research was initiated by Constantin Brăiloiu (1893-1958), the 
famous ethnologist, and in Hungary by the composers Béla Bartók (1881-1945) and Zoltán Kodály 
(1882-1967). 
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“A profound historicity penetrates into the heart of things, isolates and defines them in their own 

coherence, imposes upon them the forms of order implied by the continuity of time. (…) But as things 

become increasingly reflexive, seeking the principle of their intelligibility only in their own 

development, and abandoning the space of representation, man enters in his turn, and for the first time, 

the field of Western knowledge.”134  

 

In this chapter I seek to establish a relationship between nineteenth-century 

knowledge about national music and its neglected “space of representation”. This 

space of representation is formed by literary, political or scientific discourses about 

music and by the different musical practices135. How does knowledge about music 

look like? Where and how was this knowledge created? What was the role of the 

discourses about music in shaping this knowledge? What was the relation of the 

discourses and power, and how could they contribute to perceptions of history?  

 

II. The conceptualisation of music in the eighteenth and nineteenth century  

 

 II. 1 Conceptualisation of music in terms of national style   

 

As I have shown in Chapter Two, European art music became to be defined in 

national terms in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. However, the 

roots of the idea of a national music can be traced back to the seventeenth century, 

when the debate about musical styles began: “The concept of style refers to a manner 

or mode of expression, the way in which musical gestures are articulated. In this 

sense, it can be seen to relate to the concept of identity.”136 Styles are characterised by 

technical elements, such as types of melody, rhythm, certain features of harmony and 

their relation to each other. Styles may also determine historical periodisation. The 

term emerged in the late Baroque and the Enlightenment with the impulse to 

categorise, and was soon used by German theorist such as Athanasius Kircher and 

Johann Mattheson.  

                                                
134 Foucault, Michel: The Order of Things, New York: Vintage Books, 1994, xxiii. 
135 Such as private and public performance and reception of musical pieces, writing of musical criticism 
or musical histories, adapting the creative principles of music and sonority in literary works (resulting 
in the musicality of texts), or the visual representations of music.   
136 Musicology. The Key Concepts, (ed. David Beard and Kenneth Gloag), London and New York: 
Routledge. 2005, 170. 
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The Jesuit polymath Kircher in his Musurgia universalis (1650) used the word 

“national” when referring to different musical styles; the influential German music 

theorist Mattheson also wrote about national styles in Der Vollkommene 

Capellmeister (1739).137 Charles Rosen applied “style” in The Classical Style to refer 

to a common practice, a kind of shared language. In Der Stil in der Musik (1911), 

Adler described the history of music as a history of style, an approach that found its 

culmination in Donald J. Grout’s History of Western Music (1960). The German 

philosopher Theodor Adorno believed that in the time of Monteverdi, when style 

entered the musical vocabulary for the first time, expressions of self-consciousness 

had already been explored in music. Adorno linked this attitude with Kant’s theory 

that individuals have a right to freedom through the exercise of moral choice.138 The 

ethno-musicologist Philip Bohlman has recently emphasised that style’s shared, social 

dimension is crucial in its construction and recognition.139  

 

II. 2 Music, a potential medium for representing national character  

 

Johann Nikolaus Forkel (1749-1818), whose name is mostly known for his 

biography of Johann Sebastian Bach, was the first to regard music theory and history 

as being part of music and a necessary discipline for musical education. He is 

therefore considered the father of historical musicology. In the Introduction of his 

Allgemeine Geschichte der Musik (1788)140, Forkel compares music to language and 

argues that music is the language of emotions/senses (Empfindung). In order to 

explain his thoughts about the nature of musical language he applied the language 

paradigm and terminology of the school of Port-Royal des Champs141. The Port-Royal 

                                                
137 See Ratner, Leonard: Classic music: Expression, Form and Style, New York: Schirmer Books, 
1980.  
138 See Adorno, Theodor: Philosophy of Modern Music (Trans. A.G. Mitchell and W.V. Bloomster), 
London: Sheed and Ward, 1973; Beethoven: The Philosophy of Music (Trans. E. Jephcott, ed. R. 
Tiedemann), Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998; Essays on Music (Trans. S.H. Gillispie, ed. R. Leppert), 
Berkeley and London: University California Press, 2002. 
139 Bohlman, Philip V.: The Study of Folk Music in the Modern World, Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1988.   
140 Forkel, Johann Nikolaus: “Allgemeine Geschichte der Musik” (1788), In. Musik zur Sprache 
gebracht. Musikästhetische Texte aus drei Jahrhunderten, (Eds. Carl Dahlhaus – Michael 
Zimmermann), München und Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1984, 120-128.  
141 Port-Royal des Champs is a monastery nearby Paris, which gained world-wide fame for its school of 
linguistics in the seventeenth and eighteenth century. The most significant works of this school – 
Claude Lancelot: Nouvelle méthode pour apprendre la langue latine (1644), Antoine Arnauld-Claude 
Lancelot: Grammaire Général et Raisonnée de Port-Royal (1660) and Antoine Arnauld-P. Nicole: La 
logique ou l’art de penser de Port-Royal (1662) – were translated and published in many countries in 
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grammar had an immense impact on modern philosophy by claiming that all 

languages can be described with universal logic and structure. Forkel tried to write a 

universal “grammar” for music. The most significant novelty of his theory was the 

idea that music can be analysed in structural terms, and music as a semiotic system 

can convey meanings similar to language. Another important thought of his system 

was the claim that in music we could differentiate between an “absolute beauty” that 

is universal to all the people, and a “relative beauty” that is expressed in national or 

individual characters. According to Forkel, relative national beauty expresses the 

emotional character of the nation’s most cultivated minds. 

Christian Gottfried Körner (1756-1831) was the first to theorise representation 

of national character in music. In Die Charakterdarstellung in der Musik (The 

representation of character in music)142 (1795) Körner argued that contrary to the 

widely spread view that music is unable to convey thoughts, it actually can express 

ideas, but in a different way than language. Music, though a different medium than 

language, is perfectly suitable to depict character. It becomes comprehensible to the 

mind – not only to the emotions –, when the intellect imposes certain boundaries on 

the seemingly boundless and incomprehensible musical material. The way we 

perceive art in general, and by implication the art of music in particular, is always pre-

figured by the mind trained to conceptualise the surrounding world. However, 

because of its volatile nature, music is less direct than the other sister arts, and 

requires the active participation of the imagination more than the other artistic media. 

Harmony, which he defines as the interplay and dynamic procession of rhythm and 

melody, is the actual mediator in the musical representation of character. As a 

representative of the pre-Romantic generation, Körner emphasised the primacy of 

                                                                                                                                       
Europe and became important cornerstones of academic curricula. The representatives of the Port-
Royal school developed their theories of language universalism and relativism in the spirit of Cartesian 
thinking. Similar to Descartes’s philosophy the linguists of the Port-Royal differentiated between 
“raison” (spirit) and body, arguing that the structural and the phonetic parts of a language can be 
separated. The “raison”, the thinking activity is universal to all the languages, but the bodies are 
different. They regarded language arbitrary to thinking, maintaining that language is a tool that 
expresses thoughts. This also entails that all languages are identical as far as thinking is concerned, 
however, they differ in the signs, which they choose in order to express thinking. Their strongest 
argument for the dichotomy between structure and sign was the claim that thinking is independent from 
linguistic sign. The aim of their grammar was to illustrate this. The novelty of their grammar that 
became very popular in the eighteenth century in France, England and Germany was on the one hand, 
the elevation of all languages to a scholarly status, on the other hand, the idea that the best way for 
foreign language acquisition is to learn the grammar of one’s own language.                       
142 Körner, Christian Gottfried: “Die Charakterdarstellung in der Musik”, In. Wolfgang Seifert: 
Christian Gottfried Körner. Ein Musikästhetiker der deutschen Klassik. Regensburg: Anhang, 1960, 
147-158.  
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harmony over melody – a musicological issue that has a long history – and thus the 

superiority of Romantic instrumental music over the music of the preceding centuries 

based on the accentuation of melody. Though Körner heavily relied on Schiller’s 

ethical theories, in some respects he belonged to the previous generations, represented 

by Leibniz and Baumgarten. For example, his claim that beauty is inseparable from 

perfection distanced him from Schiller and Kant. Nevertheless, he was a pioneer in 

conceptualising the thought that music can express national character and it is able to 

express the ethos of a nation, as the musiké of ancient Greece. 

Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder (1773-1798) and Ludwig Tieck (1773-1853) 

continued to conceive and theorise music in terms of language. In their 

Herzensergiessungen eines kunstliebenden Klosterbruders (1797)143 (The heartfelt 

outpourings of an art-loving friar), which became very popular in Romanticism, they 

introduced a new paradigm. According to them, art has epistemic value, and artistic 

experience can lead to knowledge. They ranked music as the highest art form, and 

saw it as the medium having ultimate ontological and epistemological value. This idea 

had an important impact on Schopenhauer’s philosophy and Wagner’s music theories. 

Following Wackenroder’s sudden death, Tieck published another book from the 

fragments left behind by his friend, Phantasien über die Kunst, für Freunde der Kunst 

(1799)144 (Fantasies about Art for the Art lovers), which claimed that the history of 

every nation started with music. Music is the invention of poets and historians. Music 

therefore is essential to life of the nations. 

Johann Gottfried Herder’s (1744-1803) concepts about music and language, 

music and national character are a synthesis of the previous ideas. Herder was also 

influenced by Rousseau’s ideas about the common origin of language and music, and 

by Johann Georg Hamann’s (1730-1788) theories of language and knowledge, who 

claimed that the ability to think rests on language. Herder maintained that language 

represents a nation’s ethos, and that no language, and no nation should be held more 

superior than any other. As a collector of folk songs he argued that song and music 

are the true expressions of a peoples’ soul, because, just like language, music is a 

social or community product that reflects this community and determines it. By the 

time of Herder music attained aesthetic, ontological and epistemological primacy over 

                                                
143 Wackenroder, Wilhelm Heinrich – Tieck, Ludwig: Herzensergiessungen eines kunstliebenden 
Klosterbruders, Stuttgart: Reclam, 1997. 
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all the other media, but was, paradoxically still defined and conceptualised in terms of 

the language. Music became the language – the “raison”– of Art, while it was still 

conceived through language. 

To sum it up: The influence of the Port-Royal grammar increased the 

awareness of language in general and of vernacular languages in particular all over 

Europe. It stimulated a description and comparison of the European languages that 

emphasised universality on the one hand, and relativity as well as difference on the 

other. In the late eighteenth century, the crisis of the Enlightenment culminated in the 

Kantian critiques. These, in turn, gave rise to romantic ideologies and Hegel’s 

historicism, thus making Germany the major theatre of philosophic thought. Language 

and the relation of language to its cultural environment became a central issue in the 

German Aufklärung and Romanticism. Language gradually became to be seen not as 

a secondary tool of thinking, but as an inseparable part of “raison”. Language shapes 

the speaker’s view of the world. But language is a community product, thus it can be 

regarded as an authentic representation of the world-view of a cultural community. 

Culture and art were perceived in terms of language, as systems of signs that 

communicate something about the world. By the end of the eighteenth century, 

emotions were considered as important as reason. Music was more and more 

associated with the expression of emotions. Nevertheless, it was also seen as a system 

with a special logic that can formally be described with a “musical grammar”. The 

understanding of music on the one hand, involved the analysis of the specific 

structural logic of the medium, on the other hand, the perception and interpretation of 

the emotions that it represents. Music – because of its universally intelligible, abstract, 

not conceptual and emotional nature – was regarded the supreme art form with the 

highest ontological and epistemological value. Music became a recurrent topic of art 

theories and literary works. Paradoxically, while music was seen as a medium with an 

important explanatory value of existence, the art of arts, still, it was defined and 

conceptualised in terms of the language. To a certain extent it was the creation of the 

current discourse, and it never became something “absolute” or entirely “abstract”. 

With the advent of nineteenth-century nationalism, music was often (but certainly not 

always) conceptualised in national terms, regarded as the most perfect expression of a 

national soul. The various perceptions and assessments of music accumulated, 

                                                                                                                                       
144 Wackenroder, Wilhelm Heinrich – Tieck, Ludwig: Phantasien über die Kunst, für Freunde der 
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resulting in an increased interest in musical practice. Musical as a cultural practice, 

music as discourse and music in discourse had an important role in creating and 

shaping the public sphere of the nineteenth century. When the mere curiosity and 

passion for national culture, folklore and history in mid-century took a gradually 

obvious political character, music went along. It became a symbol of national identity, 

and musical practice became intertwined with the politics of culture. Music was part 

of the institutionalisation of national discourses.  

In nineteenth-century Europe, the institutionalisation of the vernacular 

literatures and the writing of the first literary histories went hand in hand with the 

publication of the first national music histories. These national histories were not only 

the epiphenomena of the European political and social movements, but also active 

agents in the process of nation building. Beginning with the end of the eighteenth-

century, the word national became engraved in many major European cities on the 

façades of official buildings and cultural institutions, such as academies, theatres, 

opera houses, libraries, and galleries of art. The word national entered public 

discourse, and as a tough squatter it has never since left this very comfortable place. 

The independence of music from other aspects and fields of culture was just an 

illusion. Never before was music so directly linked with politics as in the nineteenth 

century, and never before had music such an impact on social-political events as in 

the nineteenth century when instrumental music came of age. Most studies on 

nineteenth-century musical culture present the relation of music and politics as a one-

way engagement, in which music was a reflection or representation of politics. Here I 

wish to study music as an active agent of culture and not simply as a product of its 

age. Aesthetic discourse, which centred on music in the nineteenth century, was as 

influential a factor of social reality as politics, law or economics. Nineteenth-century 

public discourses and the discourses about arts used the same topoi, the same 

metaphors, images, and rhetorical strategies, and the two referents constructed by 

these discourses, music and politics, were deeply and inevitably interlinked. The 

following pages are going to examine the language use of Hungarian and Romanian 

musical discourses, and ask, how discourses affected the emergence and development 

of Hungarian and Romanian national music. I shall analyse the development of 

Hungarian music histories as a narrative of the nation-building, looking at those nodes 

                                                                                                                                       
Kunst, Stuttgart: Reclam, 1994. 
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in the narrative of the culture at which music and literary history met. I shall ask, how 

national music was born from the materiality of language and the interplay of 

memory and history, and how this music shaped national consciousness. Music, 

which was claimed to be typically national, was actually a joint product of different 

ethnic cultures; it became baptised as specifically “national” in nineteenth-century 

historiographies, the press and literature. National discourses in general affected 

musical practice and musical perception. Paradoxically, discourse about music did not 

simply describe music, but was actually creating its referent. The following pages are 

going to focus on the dynamic relation of discourse and musical practice in 

nineteenth-century Hungary and Romania. 

 
 
III. A short historical overview of the practice, conceptualisation and 
institutionalisation of art music in Hungarian and Romanian culture 
 

 III. 1 Musical practice in Hungary  

 

The first written recollections about Hungarian music we can find in the 

chronicle of Anonymus, the court notary of King Béla III (1172-1196). In his Gesta 

Hungarorum, written after 1196, Anonymous mentioned an event, according to which 

bishop Gellért (980-1046), the teacher of the son of the Hungarian King István 

(Stephan) was wandering round Hungary together with his companion, Walther, when 

he suddenly heard a tune that was very strange to his ears. It was a kind of polyphony 

of a human voice and the rumbling, murmuring noise of some kind of instrument: a 

Hungarian peasant girl was singing a song while she was grinding something in a 

small hand-mill. According to Anonymus’s Gesta, bishop Gellért referred to the song 

as Symphonia Hungarorum, symphony of the Hungarians; he asked Walther whether 

he knew the modulamen( key or mode) of the song, and Walther answered that what 

this was just a carmen, a secular song.  

Historians and musicologists examined this short account about Gellért’s 

reflection on Hungarian music, and some claim that the murmuring noise might have 

been a kind of musical instrument, the so-called hurdy-gurdy, which was a popular 
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Hungarian musical instrument from the sixteenth century onwards.145 (Image 6) 

However, it has been proven that the hurdy-gurdy was not an authentic Hungarian 

instrument, and it came to Hungary from Bavaria much later than the story of bishop 

Gellért was told. The term “symphonia Hungarorum” is also ambiguous. Was Gellért 

ironic when he referred to the simple song of the peasant girl as “symphony”? Or did 

“symphony” have a different meaning then, denoting a kind of musical character or 

genre? The most plausible answer is that bishop Gellért used the word “symphonia” 

in the sense of consonance, and he did not refer to the name of a specific musical 

genre.  

The chronicle of Ekkehard, Casus Sancti Galli, dating from around 1040, is 

another early written document about the European reception of Hungarian music. In 

926 the residents of the abbey in Saint Gallen, Switzerland were escaping from the 

Hungarian troupes roving on the territory of their country. However, one monk, 

Heribald stayed behind. While the Hungarians were tapping wine from the barrels of 

the cloister, they merrily invited Heribald in the cellar to drink and sing with them. 

Since the day of the Holy Cross was approaching, Heribald began to sing Christian 

Gregorian songs. The Hungarian soldiers were very much amazed by the “strange 

tunes”, and they “began to praise their own gods in an awful tone, shouting and 

vociferously crying”, while dancing and engaging in a chivalric combat 

demonstration with their weapons. This short anecdote also shows that the cultivated 

music of Europe was in the tenth century very different from the music of the 

Hungarians, and that Hungarian songs sounded strange, rough and ear-splitting to the 

cultivated European listeners. 

This is no surprise, because Hungarians just started to move gradually from 

the Asian steppes to Europe by the end of ninth, beginning of the tenth century. They 

spoke a Finno-Ugrian language, and their culture was related to that of the steppe 

Turks. They settled in the Carpathian Basin in about 895 under the pagan chieftain 

Árpád and they became famous for their incursions into Western Europe. The 

anecdote from Ekkehard’s chronicle is an account of such a Hungarian incursion. We 

can speak about Hungary, as a state, only once a descendant of Árpád, Vajk, changed 

his name, embraced Christianity and was crowned king in 1000. He was later 

                                                
145 Magyar Néprajzi Lexikon (The Dictionary of Hungarian Ethnology], (Ed. Gyula Ortutay), 
Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1977 [Internet] Available at: http://mek.oszk.hu/02100/02115/html/5-
505.html , [Accessed on: 27-02-2008] . 
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canonised as St. Stephen and became one of the most important historical figures of 

the Hungarians. St. Stephen’s kingdom held significant power in the region for 500 

years until it was conquered by the expanding Ottoman Empire in a series of battles. 

The year 1526 and the Battle of Mohács are traditionally regarded as the symbols of 

the end of Hungary’s “Golden Ages”. All through the following century, soldiers 

were often mentioned in relation to Hungary, since Hungary was seen as a “bastion of 

Europe against the invading Turks”. In a multiethnic country as Hungary the soldiers 

could belong to any of the ethnic communities, but still they considered themselves 

“Hungarus”, an identity linked to the state and country. Hungarian songs and dances 

connected to chivalric and military practices became a recurring topos in accounts 

about Hungarian music in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. They remain a 

constantly returning image also in the visual arts representing Hungarians.  

According to the chronicles, when Hungarians demanded in 1060 the 

restoration of the old pagan religion from King Béla I (1016-1063), the leaders of the 

crowd were singing “infamous and dishonourable” anti-Christian songs”, while the 

people were answering with a loud “Amen!”.146 It is interesting to note that the 

collective ritual of anti-Christian protesters is depicted here as a Christian antiphons 

or responsorial song. This has led some musicologists to argue that the Christian 

church music, which was actually the art music of the time, infiltrated the musical 

culture of the people. This resulted in a mixture of forms and genres, tonality and 

modes. A specific Hungarian Gregorian style was born around the years 1200, which 

in many aspects was similar to European church music, but still retained the modes 

and characteristics of earlier Hungarian songs. 

There are no other records about musical culture from this early period of 

music history in Hungary, just a few scattered descriptions. The hydraulicon (water-

organ) in Aquincum (a former Roman settlement in Budapest), or the double-whistle 

from the Avar period, are precious treasures of Hungarian archeology, but these 

instruments may only tell us that Pannonia, the territory where Árpád and his people 

finally settled, was a kind of “carriageway” of different ethnic groups. Unfortunately 

no musical notations survived from this early period. However, in the second half of 

the twentieth century, when folk music research began in areas from where 

Hungarians migrated – the area of the Volga river and the region of the Black See – it 

                                                
146 Dobszay László: Magyar zenetörténet, Budapest: Planétás Kiadó, 1998, 22. 
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has been noted that the Hungarian wailing songs (siratóénekek) are closely related to 

Ostyac epical songs. This ancient style147 later mixed with the pentatonic mode. The 

wailing songs that were collected in twentieth-century Hungary among the peasants 

also show a tendency of thinking in terms of scales and church modes.148  

Art music (i.e. church music) became gradually accepted and practiced in 

Hungary with the introduction of Christianity. This music was already 

institutionalised, and on many levels connected to other written, institutionalised 

fields of culture: theology, philosophy, poetry, and rhetorics. “Bestia, non cantor, qui 

non canit arte sed usu” – “It is an animal who only sings out of sheer habit, and not in 

the possession of the art of singing” – a Hungarian student remarked in his notebook 

in the Middle Ages.149 The note suggests that musical practice was linked to education 

and the acquisition of a certain techné. From the reign of King St. Stephen (975?-

1038) until the end of the eighteenth century Hungary’s educational system was based 

on the Carolingian-type of school. It was an imitation of the antique model of septem 

artes liberals divided into trivium and quadrivium. The art of music belonged to the 

quadrivium. Besides learning at school, music was an everyday practice for the 

students. They regularly sang in choruses as part of the church liturgy. We don’t have 

any details about the percentage of the educated men in Hungary, but the number of 

the literati must have been an increased little by little, because more and more schools 

were built in the country. We know however, that in Hungarian churches they didn’t 

hire professional singers as in France or Germany. Another interesting fact is, that 

more and more pupils were coming to schools from the lower social strata.150 

The first musical notations in Hungary are from the eleventh century: 

Benedictionale, originally from Esztergom, Szent Margit Sacramentarium, from a 

Benedictine abbey, and the Hartvik-Agenda, supposedly from Győr. Music, as in 

other parts of Europe at that time, was recorded with neums. The next documents 

about musical notations are to be found in the Pray-codex (including one of our first 

literary records in Hungarian language) and the Codex Albensis. These pieces were 

already written on staves following the model set down by Guido of Arezzo in the 

eleventh century.  

                                                
147 The singers of these ancient wailing songs recite with a free movement – which means that they 
don’t move from note to note, but shift by every musical articulation freely on the range G-F-E-D.  
148 Ibid, 23-35. 
149 Ibid, 39. 
150 Ibid. 46.  
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As far as the secular (popular) music is concerned, we do not have any written 

notations from this period. However, from other sources, such as Hungarian family 

names referring to a musical instrument – such as bugler, trumpeter (kürtös), whistler 

(sípos) or drummer (dobos) we may deduce that musicians were hired by royal court 

and aristocratic households. There are also documents mentioning the names of 

instruments and the presence of musicians in the country. According to the writings of 

some court reporters, King Mathias (1458-1490) had more musicians than the pope 

himself or the king of Burgundy.151 The musical document of this age is the Mathias-

Graduale, which contains more than hundred Gregorian songs. After the Battle of 

Mohács in 1526, the decline of Hungarian high culture can be also observed also in 

the field of music. When the new king, János Szapolyai (1487-1540), arrived to Buda, 

he sadly remarked that in the church there was no choir and there were no 

professional musicians to join the liturgy.152  

We already mentioned that there are almost no records of the Hungarian 

secular music of the Middle Ages. We know that there were love lyrics that were 

performed by jocculators. The only written documents are the two lines of Soproni 

Töredék (Fragment from Sopron) (1510). The humanist protestant writer János 

Sylvester (1504-1552) in one of his writings criticises the topic of these songs, but 

praises the beauty and poetic quality of their language. There are a lot of Hungarian 

folk songs that both in their form and style can be traced back to the Middle Ages 

love song culture.  

There are some scattered fragments of the lost – or maybe never written – 

Hungarian epic, that preoccupied so much the nineteenth-century Hungarian poets – 

especially János Arany (1817-1882) – in such written pieces as the Szent László 

királyról szóló dicsőséges ének (Praising song about king St. László). The text was 

noted in several books at the beginning of the sixteenth century, and the music is from 

the second half of the century. It is the same form that became popular later, in the 

verse chronicles or historical songs (históriás énekek) that developed from 

paraphrases of the biblical psalms and became very popular. These psalms were the 

basic material of Zoltán Kodály’s Psalmus Hungaricus (1923). 

During the centuries of Turkish occupation Hungarian culture was preserved 

and flourished in the independent principality of Transylvania. Palestrina dedicated 

                                                
151 Ibid. 88.  
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the fifth volume of his motets to cardinal András Báthory (1566-1599), the nephew of 

the Transylvanian suzerain and king of Poland, István Báthory (1533-1586). The 

organ music collection of the Venetian master, Girolamo Diruta Il Transilvano (1593) 

is dedicated to Zsigmond Báthory (1573-1613), prince of Transylvanian, who was a 

great music lover. But a more direct evidence for the high quality of Transylvanian 

musical practice is the musician Bálint Bakfark (1507-1576) (Bacfarc Transilvani or 

Bakfarci Pannonii, as his name also turns up), born in Brassó (Braşov or Kronstadt), 

who was the first Hungarian musician to enthral the European public with the 

virtuosity he played the lyre. 

The modern period of music in Hungary begins with the invitation of Joseph 

Haydn to the count Esterházy’s estate, where in 1766 he was appointed full 

Kappelmeister. The Esterházy family was one of the strongest and wealthiest 

aristocratic families in seventeenth-century Hungary, which was the most important 

supporter of arts, and contributed a great deal to Hungary’s cultural revival. Pál 

Esterházy (1635-1713) was loyal to the Viennese court, but he tirelessly pleaded in 

Hungary’s favour. He was not only the brightest Hungarian politician of his time, but 

also an important composer, who in 1711  published 55 cantatas under the title 

Harmonia Caelestis. These cantatas can compete with the best European church 

music in baroque Europe. Though they could have been written by Italian or French 

composers, they incorporate typical Hungarian church music motives, which give 

them an unmistakably Hungarian flavour. Count Miklós Esterházy (1714-1790) built 

on his estate in Eszterháza an opera house for 400 persons. The music life of 

Eszterháza was admired throughout Europe, having Joseph Haydn as conductor of the 

duke’s orchestra for nearly 30 years. At the same time, Haydn’s younger brother, 

Michael, was hired by bishop Patachich in Várad (Oradea/Grosswardein). He was 

succeeded by Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf, who left behind his position in the opera 

house of Vienna, for the new appointment at the bishop’s court. The name of countess 

Mária Koháry (1793-1862) has to be mentioned because she was the first Hungarian 

woman composer. The Brunsvick family was also a great lover of music. Count 

Ferenc Brunsvick was a violinist and a friend of Beethoven. The great composer 

dedicated to the count his piano sonata in F Minor, op. 57, also known as 

Appassionata.  

                                                                                                                                       
152 Ibid. 92. 
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Pozsony (Bratislava, today the capital of Slovakia) was one of the most 

important musical centres of Europe: Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven gave concerts 

here. János Zsigmond Kusser (1660-1727), friend of Lully in Paris, was born in 

Pozsony, too. He later became a renowned conductor and composer in Germany and 

Ireland.153 Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778-1837) was born in the city, and later 

became Haydn’s successor in Kismarton, as well as a widely appreciated composer. It 

is worth noting that beside the fact, that the most famous figures of the eighteenth-

century European art music appeared for shorter or longer periods on the musical 

stage of the city, there were numerous music teachers living here. Heinrich Marschner 

(1795-1861), the composer of the operas The Vampire and Hans Heiling was resident 

of the city from 1817 onward as a music teacher of count Zichy. In 1780 Joseph 

Zistler taught music to János Lavotta (1764-1820), who became one of the leading 

figures of nineteenth-century Hungarian music, and from 1789 Heinrich Klein, the 

teacher of Ferenc Erkel is music instructor in the city. Besides teaching he was also 

composing and writing articles to the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung. 

Some Transylvanian cities also had a thriving musical life. In Nagyszeben 

(Sibiu/Hermannstadt) Peter Schimert (1712-1785), the disciple of Johann Sebastian 

Bach, was the musical authority. Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte (1791) was performed five 

years after the opera’s first night in Vienna. Kolozsvár (Cluj-Napoca/Klausenburg) 

played an important role at the beginning of the nineteenth century in the 

development of Hungarian opera culture. After 1812 Philipp Caudella (1771-1826) 

was the music director of Kolozsvár. József Ruzitska’s (1775-1823) opera, Béla 

futása (Béla’s flight), was performed here in 1822. János Lavotta (1764-1820) was 

conductor in the city, and Ferenc Erkel (1810-1893) also began his musical carrier in 

Kolozsvár.  

Pest assumed only in the second half of the nineteenth century the indisputable 

leadership in Hungary’s musical life. By that time, János Bihari (1764-1827), Antal 

Csermák (1774-1822), János Lavotta (1764-1820), Márk Rózsavölgyi (1789-1848) 

already spread all over Europe the verbunkos. Why and how did this identification 

take place, and how was Hungarian music appreciated both outside and inside of 

Hungary? We have seen that the music of the first Hungarian settlers sounded strange 

to the European listeners. Later, Hungary not only conformed to the leading European 

                                                
153 Dobszay, 239. 
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musical cultures, but preserved its own character and became one of the most 

flourishing musical centres of the baroque era. In the nineteenth century, the value of 

Hungarian music increased, especially after Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies, Brahms’s 

Hungarian Dances, and the late nineteenth-century operetta culture. 

What is verbunkos, and why did it become identified with Hungarian musical 

idiom? Béla Bartók asserts in an 1934 article, Our folk music and the folk music of the 

neighboring peoples (Népzenénk és a szomszéd népek népzenéje), that the verbunkos 

or Werbungsmusik, developed under a strong North-Slavic influence and is a mixture 

of the musical styles of the neighbouring countries.154 One telling example of this 

musical variegation is the Rákóczi-song. First it became to be known as “Oláh tánc” 

(Wallachian dance) and appeared with a Slovakian text in the Vietorisz-Kodex, a few 

years later it was published without text in the Szirmai – Keczrschen Handschrift. And 

it is only in 1780 when the final version, which later became to be known as Rákóczi-

nóta (Rákóczi-song), appears with a Hungarian text. These books contained virginal 

music, or music for clavichord, and their characteristic is, that they included songs 

written in different styles. We can find in them German minuets as well as 

“Hungarian” material (Ungarescas), or such oddities as Hungarian minuet written in 

binary measure.155 The Apponyi-Handschrift dates from around 1730, and it is the 

first document that records the transition of styles towards the more and more widely 

spread Hungarian songs. The sequence of quavers that characterised the Ungarescas, 

in the verbunkos will become dotted rhythms. The figurations of these dotted rhythms 

will result in the typical 16-measure binary section form. This typical Hungarian 

“manner” could not have become so famous in Europe, unless it conformed to the 

classical harmonic rules. In this way melodies were regulated by the classical 

harmonic patterns, which could be the base for the capricious modulations, figurations 

and variations, from which the Hungarian dance music of 16-measure binary section 

period arouse. Also the instrumental set-up for these dances became fixed by the late 

baroque period: violins + bass + dulcimer + clarinet. While the repertory of musicians 

playing entertaining music became broader and incorporated more elements of art 

music, the composers of art music were also more and more interested in the motives 

and melodies of dance music, and entertaining music in general. By the end of the 

                                                
154 Szabolcsi, Bence: “Die Handschrift von Appony (Oponice)”, In. Studia Musicologica Academiae 
Scientiarum Hungaricae 6, 1964, 3-7, 3. 
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eighteenth century there is almost no composer who did not try his talent with the 

Hungarian verbunkos. There were more and more pieces set to bigger orchestra. 

Besides these Hungarian musicians, there were famous foreign musicians who were 

also interested in Hungarian music: Mozart included Hungarian passages in his A 

Major violin concerto (K. 219, 3rd movement), he used Hungarian dance music 

patterns in The Abduction from Seraglio in order to invent Turkish atmosphere in the 

opera and we can also find an examples of Hungarian dance motives in the Concerto 

for flute and harp in C Major, K. 299 in the final passage of the rondo section. We 

should not forget the rondo with Hungarian color in Haydn’s D Major piano concerto 

(Hob. XVIII), the verbunkos like style in Beethoven’s 3rd Symphony or Diabelli’s 

Hungarian dances.  

The adaptation of Hungarian motives became very fashionable by the end of 

the eighteenth century both in Hungary and in other parts of Europe. When the 

Hungarians realised that the European public received Hungarian music with 

enthusiasm they themselves began to use it and export it more and more consciously. 

As a consequence, music began to be regarded and associated in Hungarian 

discourses as a national symbol par excellence.  

 

III. 2 The musical practices of the Romanians  

 

Romania became an independent country in the nineteenth century and was 

constituted in its present form in 1918 with the annexation of Transylvania to 

Wallachia and Moldova. In Transylvania, where three nationalities – Hungarians, 

Romanians and Saxon Germans – lived together, there had already been a flourishing 

musical culture even before the nineteenth century. However, as stated earlier, art 

music was mostly practiced and supported by the Germans and the Hungarians. 

Romanian musical culture was mainly folk music. In Wallachia and Moldova, which 

were under Turkish suzerainty until 1859, travelling Italian and German opera 

companies performed from time to time pieces from the European musical repertoire. 

The institutionalisation of Romanian music began in 1833, when Ion Heliade 

Rădulescu (1802-1872), a multifaceted Wallachian intellectual, established the 

“Philharmonic Society” in Bucharest. The founding goals he stated: “in order that our 

golden dreams to come true, we have to expel Turkish music from our society.” This 

assertion indicates that in Wallachia and Moldova many intellectuals, initially with 
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the Greeks, fought for the liberation of the Balkans. The anti-Ottoman attitude became 

gradually more assertive in all aspects of politics and culture. However, the two 

Romanian lands were characterised by a kind of mixture of East and West until the 

late nineteenth century. A whole set of dramas written by the playwright Ion Luca 

Caragiale (1853-1912) parody the conflicts between the Romanian boyars, who had 

an eastern outlook, and those with western worldviews. In music, the Eastern tradition 

was lingering on in the Orthodox Church, while Western music consisted basically of 

Italian, French and German imports. The development of an independent Romanian 

musical style began in the late nineteenth century. Romanian musicians and 

composers became known in the European concert halls and operatic stages in the 

second half of the twentieth century: the composer George Enescu (1881-1955), the 

conductor Sergiu Celibidache (1912-1996), the pianists Clara Haskil (1895-1960), 

Dinu Lipatti (1917-1950), Radu Lupu (1945-). Opera singers made illustrious carriers 

on the best-known European stages, in the Scala, in Bayreuth, Leningrad or in New 

York’s Metropolitan Opera. Nicolae Herlea (1927-), Elena Cernei (1924-), David 

Ohanesian (1927-2007), Ludovic Speiss (1938-) are just a few of these.  

In antiquity a population of Daco-Thracian origin lived on the present territory 

of Romania until 106 AD when Dacia was conquered by the Romans. There are no 

written documents about the early period of Romanian music, however, the 

archaeological findings – potteries representing musical instruments – the lyre or harp 

and the cithara (Image 7, Image 8) – and dances – led some musicologists and 

historians to think that there must have been a buoyant musical life in the region 

already by that time. The ethnic origin of the instruments is difficult to trace, because 

similar objects and images were found in many other parts of South-Eastern Europe. 

The trumpet, aulos (Image 9), the Greek pipe, and the horn are also regarded as 

typical instruments of the Daco-Romans. It is thought that music practiced on the 

territory of Dacia was very similar to Greek music and some ethno-musicological 

findings suggest that Dacian music was founded on the tetrachord, the four-note 

segment, with its diatonic, chromatic and enharmonic variants. Tetrachord literally 

means “four strings”, and was originally used in reference to harp-like instruments 

like the lyre or the cithara. Music built on chromatic and enharmonic tetrachord 

continued to be used in Middle-East and India and in Europe in the folk music of the 

Balkan. The diatonic terachord (two tones and a semitone) became the dominant 

tuning of European art music. Its permutations resulted in the Lydian, Dorian and 
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Phrygian modes. These modes have been preserved in Romanian folk songs, but also 

in the folk songs on the Balkan in general. 

Dacians and Romans came into contact with the Slavs, Magyars and other 

peoples migrating into Europe. The Slavs assimilated with the indigenous population, 

who by that time – according to some hypotheses – was almost entirely Romanised. 

After the Roman Empire officially recognised the Christian faith in 313 AD, the 

territory of Dacia became a crossroad between East and West, Byzantine and Roman 

culture. The transfer of the centre of spiritual orthodoxy from the Middle-East to 

Byzantium influenced the religious affiliation of the whole Balkan region. In 

Wallachia and Moldova many monasteries were built and the cultural practices 

related to the church – also music – flourished in these religious institutions. 

According to the Romanian musicologist Vasile Vasile, the centre on the orthodoxy 

on Mount Athos was decisive for Romanian culture, too. In the early Middle Ages 

and Renaissance, which took a different turn in Wallachia and Moldova due to the 

Byzantine influence, the princes and wealthy boyars sent their sons to study there, 

who when they returned to their homeland, they contributed to the spread of the 

religious culture and the building of monasteries. This Byzantine culture can be 

described as the synthesis of four elements: “politics (the heritage of ancient Roman 

culture), Hellenism, religion (orthodoxy), and anthropology (Oriental).”156 With the 

gradual conversion of the Slavs to Christianity (the Bulgarians in 864, the Serbs in 

879, the Russians in 988) the importance of Slav culture increased in the region. The 

Romanians, who were initially attached to the Greek Byzantine church and, as a 

consequence, adopted Greek as the official language of literacy, came to choose under 

growing Slavic influence Slavic as the language of church and political affairs. Slavic 

remained the official language of Wallachia and Moldova between the tenth and the 

seventeenth century, as the religious books and the court chronicles of the suzerains 

show, but Greek lingered on until the fourteenth century. In 1359 the Episcopate 

(Mythropoly) of Ungrovalahia (Wallachia) and in 1359 that of Moldovalahia 

(Moldova) is founded, which became the centres of literate culture in the region. 

Illiterate did not use the official language of the church; just as elsewhere in Europe it 

adhered to the oral, visual and musical culture of the ancient times from generation to 

generation. Until the nineteenth-century, the gap between the learned elite and the 
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illiterate masses living mainly in rural conditions remained much greater than in 

Western and Central Europe. This also meant that the role of folklore was more 

decisive for the cultural practices of these people than elsewhere. The music of this 

entire period is characterised by a mixture of liturgical Byzantine style and the folk 

tunes. George Breazul identified the structure of psalms in the traditional colindă 

songs (Christmas-carol like chants preserving pagan elements), sang in Romanian 

villages.157 Russian and Western influences introduced polyphony into this Byzantine 

religious music in the eighteenth century.  

Music had a leading role in the religious schools of the monasteries (Cenad-

Arad, Tismana Cozia in Wallachia and Humor in Moldova). The literati of these 

schools became the composers of melodies and hymns (melurgi and hymnographs), 

performers of music, writers of sacred literary texts and teachers. In the Byzantine 

tradition, the composers of melodies had to be familiar with the musical repertory of 

the church, as well as with the theory of musical composition. Filotei, a divan boyar 

under the rule of Mircea cel Bătrîn (late fourteenth, early fifteenth century) was one of 

such learned man-of-all-trades, who is mentioned as hymnograph and friar of the 

monastery in Cozia. He is regarded the founder of the pripeala chant genre (of Slavic 

origin, meaning repetition, maybe similar to the Gregorian antiphons).158  

Church music was the cradle of art music both in Eastern and Western part of 

Europe. However, there is a great difference in the musical development of the 

orthodox and Roman Catholic Church: in the Roman Church, musical instruments 

were gradually accepted and instrumental music became an important element of the 

liturgy next to the human voice, the Byzantine tradition remained hostile to 

instrumental music, preferring vocal chant. It was due in part to the Byzantine church 

tradition – its different musical notation and its rejection of musical instruments – that 

the practice of instrumental art music in Wallachia and Moldova developed centuries 

later than in Transylvania and other parts of Central and Western Europe. Before the 

nineteenth century, instrumental music was regarded as a form of entertainment and 

was practised mainly by folk musicians and Roma people. According to the 

controversial father of Romanian scholarly historiography, Nicolae Iorga (1871-

                                                                                                                                       
156 Vasile, Vasile: Istoria muzicii bizantine şi evoluţia ei în spiritualitatea românească, vol. 1, 
Bucureşti: Academia de Muzică, 1995. 
157 Cosma, O. L.: Hronicul Muzicii Româneşti, vol. 1, Epoca străveche, veche şi medievală, Bucureşti: 
Editura Muzicală a Uniunii Compozitorilor, 1973, 64-65. 
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1940), the Romas appeared on Romanian territories as slaves of the Tartars. 

According to a document from 1570, slave trade of the Roma people, some of whom 

were mentioned as folk musicians (lăutari), was still in practice both in Wallachia and 

Moldova.159 The Romas belonging to the Episcopates were freed in Moldova in 1844 

and in Wallachia in 1847. For this occasion, Constantin Steleanu composed a 

collection of folk dances (hora dances), Hori naţionale româneşti pentru piano-forte 

(National hora dances for piano-forte), which he dedicated to the suzerain (hospodar) 

of Wallachia, Gheorghe Bibescu (1804-1873). Steleanu is the first Romanian name to 

appear on the cover of a musical publication in Bucharest.160  

In the eighteenth-century, Wallachia and Moldova folk (instrumental) music 

was mainly practised by the Roma, while in Transylvania and the Swabian Banat 

mostly by peasants. The first Romanian editor of folk songs, Eftimiu Murgu (1805-

1870), published his anthology in 1830 in Budapest.161 The orthodox church-cantor 

and vocal music teacher Anton Pann (1790-1854), also mentioned as Anton Pantoleon 

or Petrovici, was born in Sliven, Rumelia (today Bulgaria) can be regarded as the first 

Romanian folklorist and one of the most important man of letters of nineteenth-

century Wallachia (Image 10). His life was worthy of a picaresque novel. During the 

Russo-Turkish war (1806-1812) he fled with his family to Chişinău, Bessarabia, 

where Anton was first employed as a singer in a Russian orthodox choir. Later he 

moved to Bucharest, where he spent most of his life. Beside his church obligations, 

Pann regularly enjoyed the company of Roma folk musicians in Bucharest and its 

surroundings; he collected the songs of these tarafe, Romanian folk music bands, 

(Image 11) and Ottoman-Turkish music; later he published some of these manele 

tabulatures162. Pann was the first to use modern musical notation and Italian tempo 
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markings, while he also practiced the Byzantine church tradition. As an employee of 

the Neophyte, Metropolitan of Hungro-Wallachia he was asked to translate several 

religious books and kept on working as a music teacher in the seminary. In 1843 he 

established a printing press and published the authors of his day and many almanacs. 

He was the editor of the first Romanian-Turkish-Russian lexicon. Pann, 

acknowledged as a significant writer of his time, relied mainly on a codified oral 

tradition; he used a familiar tone that appealed to a semi-literary audience.163 It has 

been pointed out by Romanian literary critics that in spite of all the appearances, Pann 

reworked many classical texts, and was familiar with the literature of the elite, which 

he consciously combined with folklore.164 After a series of satires, he published a 

book centred on the protagonist, Nastratin Hogea, who unites in his figure many 

folkloric elements of the Balkan. His manele collection, Spitalul amorului (The 

hospital of love) and the Memory of the Great Fire of Bucharest form 1847 (Image 

12) became popular among the young generation of boyars. The poet, Vasile 

Alecsandri (1821-1890) lamented in a letter in 1872 that “Anton Pann has not yet 

been fully appreciated, and in Wallachia his significance is even questioned by 

learned men of letters”.165 According to some musicologist, he had co-authored the 

music of the Romanian national anthem, Deşteaptăte Române (Awaken, Romanian!), 

which was traditionally attributed to Gheorghe Ucenescu. Ethno-musicologists have 

meanwhile shown that the melody was a popular tune, also known among the Turkish 

population, and Pann published it in one of his manele collections. However, he 

makes no direct references to the composition of the anthem.  

Anton Pann’s work excellently illustrates the entanglement of Romanian 

music and culture. His texts, mostly in Romanian, contain a mixture of high and low 
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culture, of dominant ideology and subversive discourse, of Eastern and Western 

traditions and a synthesis of many national traditions in the Balkan region. Pann 

definitely belongs to Romanian literature and culture, but one may argue that he was 

actually a true chronicler of Bucharest. The cultural memory and identity reflected in 

his oeuvre, show him as a man of the Balkans, an ingenuous writer and musician who 

was driven by his passion for people, art and folklore, rather than by the Romanian 

nationalism. 

Another interesting phenomenon of Romanian culture and music is the case of 

a folk band led by Nica Iancu Iancovici (1821-1903). According to Histoire de la 

musique roumaine en Transylvanie by Tiberiu Brediceanu, this band participated in 

the 1848-49 Hungarian revolution and war of independence, singing even to general 

Józef Bem (1794-1850), the leader of the Hungarian army in Transylvania. It 

somehow ended up in the camp of Lajos Kossuth (1802-1894), the Regent-President 

of Hungary, who enjoyed the company of the musicians but dressed them up in 

Hungarian clothes to avoid the fury of the radical nationalists.166 This anecdote, 

whether it is true or not, can be seen as symbolic for nineteenth-century musical life 

and culture in general: cultural practice and cultural artefacts were carried, 

transferred, transposed, adapted in the whole region by many ethnic communities, 

while “national” art was actually a matter of “dress”. Nevertheless, the “dress-code” 

was important, and the representation of the national differences already defined the 

identity and self-perception of the people.  

Enthusiasm for the study of folklore and folk song collection began to take a 

more scholarly turn with Vasile Alecsandri (1821-1890), the luminary figure of 

nineteenth-century Romanian poetry. He became interested in folklore during his 

study in France, where he got acquainted with Herder’s ideas. After his return in1839 

to his homeland, he began to study the Romanian doina, a musical folk genre that 

originated with the melancholic musical-laments of the Wallachian shepherds167. 

Alecsandri attributes them to the languor and yearning of the Romanian spirit. In the 

foreword to the folk song collection Poezii poporale, Balade (Cântece bătrâneşti) 

adunate şi îndreptate de V. Alecsandri he remarks: 

 

                                                
166 Cosma, Viorel: Figuri de lăutari, Bucureşti: Editura Uniunii Compositorilor din R.P.R, 1967, 68-69. 
167 This genre was also found in the East-European Klezmer music. A similar form called daina can be 
found in Latvia and Lithuania.  
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“The Romanians whether they are succumbed by joy or sorrow, or astounded by the sublime,  sing 

their grief and happiness, they sing about their heroes and history, and the soul of this nation is 

therefore an infinite fountain of beautiful poetry. Nothing can be more interesting than to study the 

character of this folk as it is represented in his songs, because they contain all the heartfelt outpourings 

of its spirit and a glimmer of its genius.”168  

 

Alecsandri collected folk songs among the Romanian folk musicians (lăutari) and 

shepherds in Transylvania, Wallachia and Moldova. However, folk song collection in 

this period was done “with the ear”, not yet with a phonograph recorder, and this led 

sometimes to significant discrepancies between the music and the text. In the 

beginning, around the 1830s and 1840s, both Hungarian and Romanian folklorists 

collected mainly among the literate population – priests, teachers, doctors and lawyers 

– of the urban areas, and thus their anthologies actually contained no authentic 

peasant songs. 

The nineteenth-century Romanian literary journals – Albina Românească 

(1829-, Iaşi), Curierul Românesc (1829-, Bucharest), and Gazeta de Transilvania 

(1838-, Brassó/Braşov/Kronstadt) – also contributed to the spread and collection of 

folk songs. The editor of the Dacia Literară (1840-, Iaşi), the famous nineteenth-

century Romanian thinker and statesman Mihail Kogălniceanu (1817-1891), invited 

his readers “to collect and send in folk songs from all of Dacia”. One of the most 

remarkable answers to this appeal came from Costache Negruzzi (1808-1868), who 

wrote an essay about the melancholic minor mode of the Moldavian Romanian 

songs.169  

Ion Andrei Wachmann (1807-1863), composer of the first Romanian national 

opera as we shall see, edited in Vienna a four-volume anthology of Romanian folk-

songs and dances. Wachmann added a short foreword to the third volume, in which he 

explained that he did not want to modify one single note of the collected folk songs, 

but he wrote a harmonic accompaniment trying to imitate the harmonic characteristics 

of the folk music bands. This attitude represents already the next stage of folklore 

studies, in which the collectors no longer altered the style or form of the collected 
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material to meet their own expectations or taste. Brăiloiu, Brediceanu, Bartók and 

Kodály, the most important representatives of this future generation, mapped the folk 

(peasant) song-culture of the region in the early twentieth century.  

As we have seen, the collection, practice and publication of folk music 

involved all the social strata, and became a central concern among the nineteenth-

century Romanian educated classes. Art-music performance was rare then and mainly 

represented by foreign travelling companies. The lack of continuous music 

performances may explain the absence of Romanian musical journals and music 

histories. However, the foundation of musical institutions in Bucharest (1833) and Iaşi 

(1836) was an important step to promote art music. In 1833 in Bucharest Ion Heliade 

Rădulescu, the librettists of the first Romanian national opera, founded the Societatea 

filarmonică (Philharmonic Society) and he also plead for the establishment of a 

Romanian National Theatre. In 1835 a music school was opened as part of the 

philharmonic society, where boys and girls could study vocal and instrumental music 

free of charge. Ion Andreas Wachmann, who moved to Bucharest in 1830, became its 

director. He must have been an excellent pedagogue, because within a short time his 

students were apparently able to perform operas by Rossini.170 In 1836 Gheorghe 

Asachi (1788-1869) founded in Iaşi another school of music, the Conservatorul 

filarmonic dramatic (Dramatic Philharmonic Conservatory), whose aim was the 

cultivation of music and drama, as well as the elimination of dilettantism in the 

performing arts. In 1838 the students of this conservatory presented Bellini’s Norma 

(1831) in a Romanian translation of Asachi.171 The first director of this institution, the 

composer Francis Serafim Caudella, was succeeded by his son, the opera composer 

Eduard Caudella (1841-1924). 

After the unification of Moldova and Wallachia in 1859, art music developed 

fast, and by the end of the century many Romanians became celebrated artists of the 

European music stages. The newly formed Romanian state commissioned operas and 

musical pieces composed in the national style, which gradually shaped the musical 

consciousness of the Romanian audience. Italian and French operas, especially the 

vaudeville sung in Romanian, remained public favourites. In spite of the official 

cultural policy, which promoted “authentic” Romanian music, the concert-going and 

                                                                                                                                       
169 Tulvan, Ghizela: Scurtă istorie comparată a muzicii maghiare şi româneşti în context istoric şi 
european, 84.  
170 Ibid. 78. 
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opera-loving urban public of Bucharest, Iaşi and other cities still preferred European 

art music, to which he was used. However, the composers Ciprian Porumbescu (1853-

1883) and George Enescu (1881-1955) created a musical style that was Romanian and 

truly European at the same time. Their musical language was partly based on folklore 

and partly on the Western art-music tradition.  

To sum it up: From the sixteenth until the late eighteenth century, folk and 

church musical practices defined Romanian musical consciousness. The Orthodox 

Church represented the vocal music and was hostile to instruments. Folk musicians, 

among whom we can find many Romas, practised instrumental music. Art music 

began to gain more and more space in Wallachia and Moldova by the mid-nineteenth 

century, when foreign travelling companies performed the pieces of the European 

repertory. Opera and art music was popular among the Romanian boyars and educated 

men of letters, but they were also interested in folk songs. Wallachia and Moldova 

had few cities where Romanian art music could develop. The conceptualisation and 

institutionalisation of music started by the 1830s, when more and more Romanians 

went abroad to study in Hungary, Germany, France or Italy. Concert halls and theatres 

were built, where next to foreign performers Romanian musicians also appeared 

regularly. However, the institutionalised music criticism was scarce and the discourse 

about music refrained to folk songs that were perceived and interpreted in Herderian 

spirit. Alecsandri and Negruzzi wrote the two most significant works, which pursued 

to analyse the relation of music and the ethos of the Romanian folk. Alecsandri 

developed a theory about the doina folk genre, which he relates to melancholy and 

yearning, two aspects of the Romanian national character. Negruzzi also claimed that 

melancholy as expressed in the minor mode, characteristic to Romanian folk songs, is 

the musical representation of the national character. These were the undeniable signs 

of an awakening interest in cultural self-representation and cultural heritage. 

However, it has to be noticed that the folk music – especially in urban areas – was a 

mixture of different musical styles and genres of the Balkan, and the discourse about 

music – just like in Hungary – was defined by mainly German nineteenth-century 

musical discourse. The discursive creation of national music already started in the 

1840s in the writings of Romanian men of letters inspired by the general European 

                                                                                                                                       
171 Breazul, George: Pagini din istoria muzicii româneşti, 101. 
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interest in folklore and cultivation of national culture, but it is going to take a musical 

shape only in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century.  

    

IV. National music in the nineteenth-century Hungarian discourse 

 

There is an interesting sociological factor to be considered regarding the 

development of Hungarian music history and discourse about music: while the 

majority of the important writers of the Hungarian revival of language and literature 

were Magyars, in music the overwhelming majority of the learned art music 

composers and music teachers were foreigners, mostly ethnic Germans born on the 

territory of the Hungarian Kingdom. When music became accessible to a broader 

public, many Hungarians with superficial musical education – mainly urban middle 

class and village intellectuals – began publishing “dilettante” opinions about music in 

the press. They preferred simple character pieces, which were usually regarded as 

Hungarian music par excellence. Their taste was similar to that of Anton Pann, whose 

collection of manele, the music of a lower social stratum carried and practiced mainly 

by Roma musicians, became a popular genre even among the Romanian boyars in the 

nineteenth century. In Hungary dilettante and professional musical criticism and 

discourse about music appeared earlier in the media, because of the more advanced 

stage of urbanisation. Hence, both art-music practice, and discourses about art music 

and national music emerged sooner than in Romania.  

In Hungary, the taste and the ideology of the aristocracy differed from those of 

the middle-class intellectuals and artists. A decisive part of the aristocracy regarded 

music only empty entertainment, and wanted to prevent that their children pursue a 

musical carrier. As in nineteenth century Wallachia and Moldova, the lowest strata of 

society provided entertaining music: the Gypsies, who learned music from their 

parents and grandparents. Music was a family trade in many Gypsy families. They 

had to improvise because they did not play music from sheets, but preserved and 

carried music in their memory. Their skills of figuration, variation and improvisation 

developed to a high level. They travelled abroad and played music that became to be 

known as “Hungarian”. Ferenc Liszt wrote an eulogy of Gypsy music in his Des 

Bohémiens et de leur musique en Hongrie (The Gypsy and their music in Hungary) 

(1959), a book that was first published in Paris, and “canonised” in Europe the music 

played by the Hungarian Gypsy musicians as typical Hungarian. The book was 
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translated in 1861 into Hungarian, and became the topic of many debates and 

pamphlets.  

The verbunkos and the Hungarian song (magyar nóta) were the two main 

styles competing with each other. Since both of them were based on small and fixed 

patterns “Hungarian music” was endangered to become stiff and stuck into these 

stereotypical motives. A significant part of the public did not encourage the 

domestication of “foreign” music, hence “Hungarian music” became more and more 

provincial, a situation that Kodály diagnosed by remarking: the educated were not 

Hungarian enough, and the Hungarians were not educated enough. 

Keeping in mind Kodály’s remark, I want to explore now the different 

nineteenth-century discourses about Hungarian music under three major aspects: 1) 

the sociological structure of the Hungarian musical culture; 2) the problem of folk 

music and its different concepts; 3) the development and characteristics of discursive 

language about Hungarian music.  

 

IV. 1 Sociological Structure  

 

The competition of the verbunkos and the folk song can be described in 

geographic terms: the composers preferring verbunkos (Bihari, Lavotta, Csermák, 

Mosonyi, Erkel, Liszt) were born in the western part of Hungary and had a German 

musical education, while the composers preferring folk songs (Egressy, Szénfy, 

Simonffy, Szerdahelyi) were born in Eastern Hungary and were closer to the folk 

culture, to the rural culture of Hungary. Gusztáv Szénfy (1819-1875) argued in his 

Magyar zenekönyv (Hungarian music book) (1858-59) that the difference of style was 

linked to the regional character of the composers. According to Szénfy, the 

geographical position determined the character of the musicians. His ideas became 

later known as “area theory”. The first Hungarian musical journal, Zenészeti Lapok 

(1860-76),172 published several chapters from this book. One of the editors of it, the 

composer and publicist Kornél Ábrányi (1822-1903), was inspired by Szénfy’s “area 

theory” and based his own concepts about Hungarian music on this geographical 

distinction.  

                                                
172 Zenészeti Lapok is available online on the Internet at: 
http://www.fidelio.hu/zeneszetilapok/browse.asp [Accessed on: 29-02-2008].  
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This geographical division soon became an ideology. According to Szénfy, 

music is the art most capable of expressing emotions. Every nation is characterised by 

its own individual spirit that distinguishes it from the other nations. However, the 

nations can also have common, universal emotions which are reflected in similar and 

mixed musical idioms. In Europe, there are two distinct musical trends: a Western, 

and an Eastern one. The Eastern style can be found in Hungary, Transylvania, 

Croatia, Slovenia, Turkey and Russia; it has, according to him, a “fabulous 

tranquillity”, as opposed to the light, simple, melodic Italian songs. Eastern music is 

more masculine, while Western music is more feminine.173 He concludes that the 

most valuable Hungarian music is Eastern, because it is “pure”. The music in Western 

Hungary is a blend of all kinds of national traditions and different styles and does not 

reflect faithfully the Hungarian soul. Szénfy proposed that the Eastern style should be 

institutionalised as the official musical “mother tongue” of the Hungarians, following 

the example of the linguists, who also standardised the Eastern dialect. Szénfy’s 

theory does not differ much from Vasile Alecsandri’s ideas about Romanian folk 

music, since both seem to have been inspired by the German emotion aesthetics of 

Forkel and Körner. It is not likely that either of them read these German writings or 

even heard about their authors, but because of the discursive practices that circulated 

in Europe they also joined the common European “discursive space”.  Since the 

public sphere grew in importance, these ideas reached more and more people. 

Paradoxically, although they were trying to formulate what is national music and 

therefore were searching for particularities, they were actually part of a European 

discourse that spread through the media and universities in the great European cities. 

For many Hungarian musicians, the Eastern Hungarian plain or lowland 

(alföld) was a central source of inspiration. This poetised landscape infiltrated music 

from literature and the fine arts. Nineteenth-century Hungarian artists wished to 

capture the essence of the Hungarian nature in the landscape of the puszta (heath, 

                                                
173 „az érzelemnek legfenségesebb nyilatkozati modora a zene, s hogy ennek oly számos nemei s fajai 
vannak, ahányféle a nép-nemzetek. A nép-nemzetek érzelem-rokonsága szüli zenéjök rokonságát is. 
(…) Európában két zenecsalád uralkodik, t.i.: a nyugoti s keleti, melyek meghatározott s könnyen 
fölismerhető jellemmel birnak. (…) A mennyire eddig sikerült kipuhatolnunk, a keleti zenecsalád a 
következő országokban van elágazva, mint: Magyarországon, Erdélyben, Horvátországban, 
Slavoniában s egyrészben Törökországban- s Oroszországban. Ezek szerint egy zenecsaládhoz 
tartoznak ezen zenék: magyar, oláh, salvon (tót) s némi részben az orosz és török is, bár ez utóbbi 
inkább az arab s persa zenéhez szít” (ZL II. 1862, 282). Szembeállítják a gyöngébb, egyszerűbb, 
könnyedébb olaszosan dallamos magyar zenét és a határozottabb körvonalú, erősebb „keleti pompával 
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steppe). Aspects of the landscape became national symbols and are still stereotypes of 

Hungary for the tourists: the gulyás (shepherd), who gave his name to the famous 

Hungarian soup, csárda (pub) and csárdás (also the name of the type of Hungarian 

dance), the pastoral scenes on the plain that were captured and created by the 

Hungarian national poet Sándor Petőfi. Ferenc Erkel “resolved” the East-West 

opposition by combining in his compositions both aspects, although he was primarily 

a representative of the Western tradition.  

Nineteenth-century Hungarian musical life can also be divided according to 

the musical education that composers received: Erkel’s background was the Italian 

and French grand opera tradition, Mihály Mosonyi came with a German musical 

heritage, while Liszt represented mostly the romantic French musical culture. The 

different traditions determined the way these composers conceived Hungarian music: 

in Erkel’s oeuvre we can recognise the short, closed operatic forms and the heroic 

tone; Liszt’s strength was the subtle play with forms and the ingenious 

experimentation with tonality and couleur locale; while in Mosonyi’s works one can 

recognise the classical style and the more intimate forms of the German Romantic 

heritage. 

Nineteenth-century Hungarian music can also be approached chronologically: 

János Bihari (1764-1827), János Lavotta (1764-1820), Antal Csermák (1774-1822), 

Ignác Ruzitska (1777-1833), and József Ruzitska (1775-1824), the pioneers of the 

verbunkos style, lived and performed mainly in the period between 1750 and 1800. 

The second generation – Gábor Mátray, Béni Egressy (1814-1851), András Bartay 

(1799-1854), and Károly Thern (1817-1886) – developed the language of the 

Hungarian art music. The third generation, Ferenc Erkel, Ferenc Liszt (1811-1886), 

and Mihály Mosonyi (1815-1870), create in the 1860s the “great” works that 

represent the core of Hungarian musical romanticism. The fore-mentioned composers 

have two characteristics in common: all of them used verbunkos style in their music 

and moved on the axle of Pest – Buda – Pozsony (Bratislava) – Vienna.  

After having sketched a social, chronological, territorial and cultural 

differentiation of the composers, let us now look at the public. The majority of the 

public came from the aristocratic strata, and the newly emerging bourgeoisie and 

intellectuals. They had different musical education and different tastes. While some 

                                                                                                                                       
teljes” tiszatáji zenével. „Amaz hevít, ez csillapít, határozottá tesz. (…) Amaz nőies, emez pedig férfias 
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Hungarian intellectuals glorified Erkel’s first opera, Mária Báthori, count István 

Széchényi wrote in his diary: “Mária Báthori – opera in Hungarian: not enjoyable”.174  

In the 1840s, the Opera War dominated the Hungarian musical life. Most of 

the leading Hungarian literati were against opera, because they were afraid that this 

“foreign” artistic form would endanger the newly born Hungarian theatre. They also 

thought that it is inappropriate to represent national heroes singing on the stage. 

However, the public generally enjoyed opera, and opera performances usually filled 

the theatre. In the beginning, the German theatre attracted the opera-loving public of 

Pest because it had a more colourful repertory and a greater budget to hire excellent 

singers. The Hungarian theatre performed mainly prose and the operas were poorly 

performed because of a lack of professional musicians and singers. The situation 

changed when Ferenc Erkel took over the musical directorship at the Hungarian 

theatre and began to build his orchestra and to hire for leading roles professional 

singers from outside and inside Hungary. He had an extremely difficult time shaping 

Hungarian musical life, not only because of a lack of money but also because of 

resistance and ill will by some of his contemporaries. But, in spite of differences, the 

will of promoting and developing a great Hungarian musical culture united the public. 

By the 1860s Pest-Buda became the centre of Hungarian musical culture. It became a 

unified city and capital of Hungary known today as Budapest in 1872. Before, Vienna 

and some regional centres such as Kolozsvár (Cluj), Pozsony (Bratislava), Sopron, 

Veszprém and Kassa (Kosice) nurtured the musical education of Hungarians and the 

developing Hungarian musical culture.  

Pest-Buda was a truly multiethnic city, and the Magyars were actually in 

minority. The majority of the population was German, but there were also Serbs, 

Slovaks, Romanians, Bulgarians, Jews and other ethnic groups living in the city. The 

majority of the inhabitants belonged to the middle-class. Beginning with the second 

half of the nineteenth century there was a dynamic and prosperous cultural life in 

Pest, but basically every ethnic group was cherishing its own culture and was 

developing its own national consciousness. Pest-Buda encompassed all these different 

endeavours. The Hungarian nationalists tried to make Pest a Magyar city, and to 

cultivate Magyar culture. That is partly why during the “opera war” (that is going to 

be discussed in Chapter Six) in the 1840s some intellectuals wanted more support for 

                                                                                                                                       
jelleggel bír” (ZL II. 1862, 283) 
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the prose theatre and wanted to reduce the role of the opera, because they considered 

this latter a foreign art as opposed to the theatre, which was regarded a bastion of the 

national language.  

When Richard Wagner visited Hungary in 1863, he remarked:  

 
“I can only encourage the ambition of cultivating the Hungarian song as a form of art music. 

This aspiration is very welcome and will enjoy the support of Europe’s musical life. But this 

endeavour can succeed only if it goes hand in hand with the development and improvement of 

Hungary’s art-musical culture in general. If it does not reach this stage of maturity, then there 

will be a dangerous gap between the superficial national element and art music, which will 

result in cheap naturalistic use of the national motives, and the superficial knowledge of art 

music would only estrange the lovers of national tunes.”175  

 

Wagner had actually a prophetic insight, because by the end of the nineteenth century 

the Hungarian song actually did sink into cheap naturalism, and served as the 

entertainment of the gentry176. By that time the performers and creators of Hungarian 

songs were the Gypsies. The Hungarian musicologist Bálint Sárosi remarks:  

 
“The musical “naturalists” were the Gypsy musicians who were also musically illiterate. They 

were in possession of an arsenal of virtuoso tools developed in the trade of musical 

entertainment for generations, and depending on talent they could turn a mediocre tune into an 

effective piece, or clothe a foreign melody in “Hungarian” attire. (…) Festive occasions, 

entertaining programs, theatre pieces, and first of all, popular stage plays were unimaginable 

without popular tunes (verbunkos, csárdás, popular songs) played by Gypsy bands”. [...]“The 

‘Hungarian song’ (Magyar nóta) was not only meant to entertain but also to demonstrate 

against foreign influences. At the time score reading musicians were mainly foreigners in 

Hungary. Making music as a living had no respect as yet. ‘Hungarians must not make 

themselves servants but leave that humiliation to foreign nationals who are willing to debase 

themselves in their hunt for gain: to crawl about Hungarians’ tables and boots – for money’ – 

as Mihály Bernáth wrote in his biography of Lavotta in 1818. That, however, chiefly applied 

to serious musicians.  Later, the foreign teachers and spirit of the Music Academy founded in 

                                                                                                                                       
174 Széchenyi István: Napló, Budapest: Gondolat, 1978, 918.  
175 Zenészeti Lapok (III 1863, 224) „Az a törekvés, mely a magyar dal művészi kifejlesztésére irányul, 
hogy az közvetlen kapcsolatba kerülhessen a mi fejlett műzenénkkel, komoly sikerre számíthat a teljes 
magyarországi zenekultúra emelése és fejlesztése terén. Amíg azonban ilyen siker nem mutatkozik, 
veszélyes, sőt végzetes távolság választja majd el Önöknél a nemzeti elemet az azzal csak felületileg 
érintkező művészi zenétől, éspedig oly módon, hogy a nemzeti zene, vagyis a népies tánc- és 
dalmuzsika olcsó naturalizmusba süllyed, annál is inkább, mert a pusztán felületi termékeiből 
megismert műzene jóformán csak elvadító hatással lehet amarra.” 
176 Land-owning social class as opposed to hereditary nobility.  
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1875 were also condemned as alien, so was the Opera for its foreign musicians. Gypsy 

musicians playing without scores were not alien as their musical culture was identical with 

that of their audience. (…) Few pondered the question how much this music, felt to be 

Hungarian music, had absorbed from western, mainly Viennese musical culture. To no 

insignificant degree, the verbunkos, csárdás, and popular song owed their popularity to 

foreign influences incorporated from West.”177  

 

Although these csárdás dances were not of high musical value, they were cherished, 

as we saw, even by Berlioz, Brahms, or Liszt. By the late 1860s almost everybody 

believed that the incorporated Western elements unclear are Hungarian.  

 
“The simple csárdás composed in a style digestible for western tastes, the easy popular songs 

and the effective music of the best Gypsy bands largely contributed to the Magyarisation of 

the inhabitants of foreign origin in the capital. That was how the popular music of the decades 

around the Ausgleich became national music linking various social strata.”178 

 

IV. 2  Folk music and its different concepts in the nineteenth-century 

Hungary 

 

The word folk music became one of the most controversial concepts of 

musicology. Originally conceived by Herder, in the nineteenth century it became 

frequently used in discourses about music. In contrast to the art song, the Volkslied 

was seen as something natural, untouched by the artificiality of the civilisation. 

However, its actual musical material was a mixture of urban and rural styles. 

Nineteenth-century folk-song collectors sought in folklore some kind of “pure”, 

spiritual essence of the national character. Later it turned out that their notion was a 

delusion: musicological research – in which Béla Bartók played a prominent role – 

showed that the overwhelming majority of the nineteenth-century folk songs were 

actually either forged by the “collectors” or were present all over the region: the tunes 

were the same, only the language of the adapted text differed. These were regional 

products rather than authentic national artefacts. From the very start, “discovering” 

folk culture meant in the same time re-imagining the “folk”. The collectors of 

                                                
177 Sárosi Bálint: “Everyday Hungarian Music in Pest-Buda around 1870”, In. Studia Musicologica 
Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 1999, 325-352. 
178 Ibid. 334. 
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traditional songs tried to shape and publish them according to the ideologies of their 

time.  

Ferenc Faludi (1704-1779), an eighteenth-century Jesuit poet, was among the 

first Hungarian intellectuals who studied the language and culture of the Hungarian 

countryside. He was first of all interested in language per se, language as the raw 

material of literature. Faludi was not yet influenced by the nationalist ideology; 

instead, he studied language from an artistic perspective, as a medium of literary 

creation.  

The Hungarian literary historian Ferenc Toldy (1805-1875) canonised Faludi 

as the first poet who cherished the traditional Hungarian folk songs and was aware of 

the importance of the folk culture. Toldy’s appreciation of Faludi could have been 

influenced by the fact that one of the most popular prose writers of that time, András 

Dugonics (1740-1818) used Faludi’s poems in his novel about the Hungarians settling 

in Pannonia. Faludi’s poems became rapidly well-known through Dugonics’s novel. 

Nobody thought that Faludi himself wrote these “ancient folk songs” from the time of 

Árpád, the second High Prince of the Magyars. When at the urging of the leading 

cultural reviews of the time, Hasznos Mulatságok (1817) and Tudományos 

Gyűjtemény (1817-1841) Hungarians started collecting folk songs, school teachers, 

doctors, writers, journalists and others responded with dozens of songs. The majority 

of these proved to be Faludi’s poems. Paradoxically, Faludi looked for inspiration for 

his poetry in the peasant culture, and he actually “went out” to do his field research 

and collect songs from Hungarian peasant, but when in the nineteenth century the 

fashion of collecting folklore started, the people actually collected “art” poetry, 

mostly “folk” poems written by Faludi. Most of this “folk” material was sent to the 

journals by literati. Some of these village intellectuals even tried to compose “folk” 

songs, and it was prestigious to get one published.   

We may conclude that what was considered folk song, i.e. authentic, ancient 

peasant song, in the nineteenth century was actually produced by the popular, mostly 

urban musical culture of the Hungarian literati, who were inspired by folk tunes. 

These songs were very different from those folk songs that Bartók and Kodály 

collected at the beginning of the twentieth century in the rural areas of Transylvania 

and Hungary. It would be more appropriate to call the nineteenth-century “folk songs” 

popular songs and the twentieth century “folk songs”, peasant songs, as Bartók and 

Kodály referred to them. 
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IV.3 The development and characteristics of the discursive 

language about Hungarian music  

 

“The most effective means of expressing the characteristics of a nation is 

music. While appealing to the mind, at the same time it also raptures the heart. That is 

why it is the most perfect instrument to excite and affirm national feelings. The nation 

lives in its music.”179 – thus Gábor Mátray (1797-1875), author of the first Hungarian 

music history and pioneer in conceptualising and institutionalising Hungarian music. 

His articles gave an impetus to the Zenészeti Lapok (1860-1868), the first Hungarian 

musical journal. Mátray was born in an ethnic German family as Gabriel Rothkrepf. 

He Magyarised his name in 1837, joining a trend among non-Magyar intellectuals 

living in Hungary. Mátray began to publish parts of his A’ Muzsikának közönséges 

története (General History of Music) in the journal Hasznos Mulatságok, and later in 

the Tudományos Gyűjtemények.  

Mátray claimed: “The nation lives in its music”.180 The sentence paraphrased 

another renowned statement by count István Széchenyi: “The nation lives in its 

language.” The similarity between the two sentences is more than only a rhetorical 

coincidence. Language became the most important marker of national identity and a 

central element of Hungarian cultural nationalism. The right to use Hungarian 

language in the Habsburg Monarchy became the focal point of Hungarian nobility’s 

resistance against the Emperor Joseph II (1741-1790), who wanted to make German 

the official language of the Empire. In the eighteenth century, the concept of the 

nation was used in a restricted sense, referring only to the nobility, which claimed to 

“own” the Hungarian nation by right of ancestry. The members of the other social 

classes were basically excluded from this nation concept. In the nineteenth century, 

the concept of the nation changed, and became now defined as a community with a 

common cultural heritage. Language and Hungarian literature were regarded as the 

most important elements of the cultural heritage.  

                                                
179 „A szép mesterségeknek leghathatósabbika, ’s a’ nemzeti Tulajdonságoknak kijelentésére 
legalkalmatosabb Mesterség, a’ Muzsika. Ez, midőn az elme megfoghatóságával játszik, a’ szív 
érdeklését olly erővel gyakorolja, hogy ellene állhatatlanul elragadtatik. Ugyan azért valamint a’ 
Nemzeti érzéseknek gerjesztésére nintsen hathatósabb eszköz; úgy azoknak megerősítésére sintsen 
kedvesebb és foganatosabb. (...) A’ nemzet a’ Muzsikájában él.” (Mátray, Gábor (1984) A muzsikának 
közönséges története és egyéb írások, Budapest: Magvető Kiadó,132.) 
180 Mátray, 133. 
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Lyric and epic poetry were considered the highest artistic literary genres in 

eighteenth and early nineteenth-century Hungary. With a few exceptions, the novel 

was missing from Hungarian literature in that time. Poetry was seen as literature par 

excellence. Poems were often accompanied by music, or influenced by well-known 

folk tunes. The development of seventeenth and eighteenth-century Hungarian poetry 

could hardly be discussed without referring to its musical aspects. The formation of 

Hungarian poetic forms and the metric structure of many Hungarian songs cannot be 

separated from each other. Words and notes, literature and music, were strongly 

intertwined. In the nineteenth century, with the strengthening of nationalism in 

Hungary, the advocates of national music – consciously or unconsciously – made use 

of this already existing connection. Music was compared to language as the prime 

expression of national identity. Language and music were understood as evidence for 

the uniqueness and almost exotic isolation of Hungarian culture, though, it was 

claimed that this culture was also organically European. 

Analysing Hungarian music, Mátray stipulated that the most obvious 

characteristics of the Hungarian national music were: 1) Nobel dignity, which triggers 

the listeners’ special esteem; 2) Seriousness and pride, which suggest to foreigners 

that Hungarian music is full of sensibility and masculine passion; 3) Joyful spirit and 

agility; 4) Complex simplicity and the expression of national freedom; 5) That it 

expressed the innocent purity of the national soul.181 It cannot be accidental that 

almost the same characteristics are mentioned in an article written by Heinrich Klein, 

teacher of Ferenc Erkel, who wrote that Hungarians were “ardent music lovers”, but 

formulated the same warning as later Wagner, that Hungarian music must be elevated 

by professional musicians, who have a comprehensive knowledge of European art 

music, otherwise it is going to shrink into triviality.  

Mátray was the first to elaborate on the task of writing about music in 

Hungarian. He also contributed a great deal to the collection of folk songs, and, as the 

musical director of the Hungarian National Theatre, Mátray supported the foundation 

of a Hungarian Opera. As the chief editor of two leading literary journals of the age, 

Honművész (1833-1841) and Regélő (1833-1841), he was the founder of discourse 

about Hungarian music. The editors of the Zenészeti Lapok, Mihály Mosonyi, Kornél 

Ábrányi and István Bartalus (1821-1899) struggled to propagate Hungarian art music: 

                                                
181 Ibid. 137. 
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“Hungarians by nature are meant to cultivate music” – we can read in its first issue. 

The same article characterised Hungarian music as “naturally rare” and “uniquely 

rich”.182 These editors were the first to complain about the tendency to play “one 

awful csárdás after the other”, and the first to recognise the significance of Richard 

Wagner.  Mosonyi complains in his article Hungarian Music: 

 
“Ancient Hungarian music vanishes because of the csárdás-makers and because of the bad 

musical taste of the public longing only for entertainment, which will lead to the 

disappearance of the nobler musical instincts. Since Gypsy bands are playing mainly French 

quartets, polkas, waltzes, and Italian operas, the ancient originality of the Hungarian music has 

been neglected – especially in the capital – and it begins to vanish in such a degree that the 

honourable charm and chivalrous pathos, which are the main characteristics of the Hungarian 

music, do not affect any more the Hungarian public”.183 

 

According to Mosonyi, Hungarians have noble musical instincts, thus 

Hungarian music is excellent by nature, but began to deteriorate under the influence 

of French, German and Italian music. The Gypsy musicians were the cause of this 

decline because they mixed in their performance the Hungarian elements with non-

Hungarian musical styles. Though written almost simultaneously with Liszt’s Des 

Bohémiens et de leur musique en Hongrie, this statement sharply contrasts with it. 

Liszt pleads in favour of Gypsy music, arguing that Hungarian music must be grateful 

that the Gypsies have made it known all over Europe. Actually, both Mosonyi and 

Liszt are right, but from different points of view. Hungarian music indeed was carried 

and performed in Europe by Gypsies, and it became famous because of their ability of 

invention and virtuosity. Though their music conformed to the European tradition, it 

preserved some aspects of Hungarian originality. Still, Mosonyi’s fear that 

entertainment music will erase the unique nature of Hungarian music and lead to a 

dull conformity, has also proved to be well-grounded.  

                                                
182 „A szép müvészeteket értjük különösen a zene terét, melynek kiváló mívelésére a magyar – mintegy 
hivatva, s a természettől utasítva van”. (ZL I, 1860, 2) 
183 „A magyar zene iránti közérdek megmaradt ugyan, de a müvészet magasabb céljához vezető utról 
lassankint lekezdettek maradozni az illetők, miglen – nemzeti zenénk nagy hátrányára – bekövetkezett 
a csárdás gyártók siralmas korszaka, melyekkel betüszerint elárasztott a szegény haza, s a mindennapi 
közönséges vastag érzékiségnek hizelgő tivornyás zeneizlés, leszorítá a nemesbb s magasabb müvészi 
ösztönöket. (…) S midőn a cigány zenetársulatok francia négyesek, polkák, keringők, s olasz operai 
egyvelegek előadásaival is kezdtek foglalkozni, a magyar zenének ős eredetiségei mindinkább 
elhanyagolva lettek, s – legalább fővárosi körökben – lassankint enyészetnek indultak elannyira, hogy 
azon méltóságos kellem s határozott lovagias pathos melyek a magyar zenét kiválólag jellemzik, alig 
birnak többé hatással a mai nemzedékre”.  (ZL I, 1860, 5) 
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The metaphors used when talking about Hungarian music showed themselves 

resilient. Mosonyi might have got ready the expression of “chivalric pathos” from 

Heinrich Klein, who wrote in his essay Ueber die Nationaltänze der Ungarn, that 

“there is no German dance that can compete with the heroic nature of the Hungarian 

national dances”.184 The increased interest in otherness and the exotic contributed to 

the appreciation of Hungarian music. The Hungarians themselves stressed their 

otherness, and tried to present it as an advantage. As Mosonyi writes: “Even though a 

Hungarian composer can easily imitate the French, Italian and German style, the 

foreigner – who did not spent his life with us and did not learn to feel and think with 

us (sic!) – will never be able to create a Hungarian masterpiece.”185 Mosonyi was 

German by origin and had been called Brand, but he regarded himself as Magyar; he 

included himself in those of “us” who feel and think the same way. Note that he refers 

to a “feeling and thinking together”, a process of learning. According to Mosonyi, a 

nation was not a genetic formation, but a community with a common cultural 

heritage. Mosonyi connects language with the spirit of the language community, and 

argues that “Hungarian music, just as the whole Hungarian nation, is isolated in the 

middle of Europe as a magical Promised Land”.186 In another writing he uses the 

metaphor “hieroglyph” when talking about Hungarian music.  

Gyula Rózsavölgyi complained in his The Necessity of a Hungarian Music 

History (Egy Magyar zenetörténelmi mű szükségességéről) that the Hungarian 

musical knowledge and culture lags behind the development of Hungarian music.187 

Hence the need to write Hungarian music histories and to spread musical culture in 

the country.  

Mosonyi also lamented often over the poor musical education of the 

Hungarians, and he compared Hungarian music to a rich and mysterious jungle that 

should be transformed into a cultivated park.188 However “exotic” and “unique”, 

                                                
184 Legány, 149.  
185 „a magyar zeneíró mindenkor képes leend utánozni az olasz, francia s német irmodorokat, de egy 
külföldi – ki nem tölté nálunk s velünk élte napjait, s ki nem tanult velünk együtt érezni és gondolkozni 
– soha sem fog oda jutni, hogy képes legyen a magyar zene terén valami kitünő művet teremteni” (ZL 
I, 1860, 6). 
186 “a magyar zene, valamint maga az egész magyar nemzet is, elszigetelve áll eredetiségénél fogva 
mint egy varázs igéretföld Európa közepén” (ZL I, 1861, 190). 
187 “A mai zeneművészet kifejlett fokával nem áll egyenlő színvonalon az általános zenei míveltség” 
(ZL I, 1860, 7) 
188 “A magyar zene jelenleg, hasonló egy forró égöv alatti őserdőhöz, melyet a vándor csak kívülről 
láthat, bámulhat, s melynek – belülről föltáruló – pompáját és nagyszerűségét, csak a képzelődés s 
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Hungarian music has to be cultivated and adapted to the European standards, 

according to the general principles of Western music theory. Trying to elevate the 

general musical taste and knowledge of the Hungarians, Mosonyi published in the 

Zenészeti Lapok fictitious letters to a Miss Pauline (Levelek Pauline kisasszonyhoz) 

about music theory. 

In another article Mosonyi asserted: “As drama elevates the language and 

develops a national feeling and spirit, opera elevates Hungarian music”.189 Joining the 

“opera war”, Mosonyi gave in The opera and the Hungarian national Theatre (A 

dalmü s Magyar nemzeti színház) some guidelines for Hungarian operas:  1) he 

emphasised the importance of the Sparchgesang; 2) suggested that the arias should 

follow Hungarian speech; 3) postulated that the melodies ought to be original 

Hungarian; and 4) plead that the choruses be carefully composed since they are the 

focal points of the opera and they can instigate feelings and a national spirit. The 

Hungarian opera should not be content with the cheap csárdás and verbunkos 

“experts”, but should be a musical historical tableau.190 Mosonyi tried to promote 

Wagner’s concepts of opera and musical drama, and at this point he came in conflict 

with Erkel, who preferred the Italian operatic style.  

Although Mosonyi stressed the specificity and uniqueness of Hungarian 

music, he urged that Hungarians should shape their art music according to the 

European standards and they should not be stuck into the “folk idioms”. Mosonyi 

objected to a letter written by a Hungarian reader living in Paris to the Zenészeti 

Lapok, which opted for the re-introduction and use of the tárogató, an ancient 

Hungarian blast instrument, (Image 13) in the Hungarian orchestras. He compared 

                                                                                                                                       
költészet szemüvegén át sejtheti. (…) Igyekezzünk közös erővel ezen lerhatatlan pompáju s 
gazdagságu őserdőből, egy rendezett szépségü, s mü-becsü nagy parkot alakítani” (ZL I, 1860, 11). 
189 “Valamint a dráma emeli a nyelvet s fejleszti a nemzeti szellemet s érzületet; úgy a dalmű is 
nemesíti a magyar zenét s annak befolyását” (ZL I. 1860, 51). 
190 „Egy magyar dalműnek valóságos nemzeties jellemzéséhez mindenek felett szükséges 1-ször: az 
ének-beszéd (recitativ) részeknek különös műgonddal való kezelése; mert azoknak – nem levén 
egyebek mint szabályos szavalatok – már a magyar rythmus minden elágazásai jellemét, magukon kell 
hordaniuk. De ez esetben, a szereplő énekesnek értenie kell mind azt, mit elszaval; 2-szor szükséges a 
hosszabb, szenvedélyesebb, s mesterséges előadást igénylő magány dallam-részeket is, a magyar zene 
sajátságai s elemei szerint alkotni. 3-szor: ugyan csak ily modorban kell a kettős, hármas, négyes, sat. 
Dalműszerkezeteket is kezelni. 4-szer: különös műgond forditassék a kardalokra, mert egy magyar 
dalműben, azoknak kell valódi fénypontokat képezni. (…) A magyar dalműnek célja, ne csak 
pillanatnyi üres hatásvadászat, de magasabb müvészi kötelességek betöltése legyen: szóval valóságos 
zenészeti történetképpé kell átalakulnia. Ezt, pusztán népdalokkal s csárdásokkal, soha sem fogjuk 
elérhetni” (ZL I, 1860, 66). 
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this proposal to the idea of re-introducing ancient Hungarian tents instead of using the 

new, comfortable and beautiful buildings.191 

The Zenészeti Lapok stimulated the elevation of Hungarian music through 

fashioning it to the European standards, while emphasising the importance of the 

national characteristics. Ábrányi when talking about Chopin’s music, wrote that “a 

composer can become famous, only if he is able to elevate his nation’s music to a 

world-famous level”.192 The Zenészeti Lapok became a central forum of the 

Hungarian musical life by creating during its fifteen years of existence a language for 

the discourse about music in general and national music in particular.  

To sum it up: Music played an important role in nineteenth-century culture 

and discourses in general. Music was a recurrent element in political, literary and 

aesthetic discourse, and it became a marker of national identity, playing a vital role in 

the development of cultural nationalism. Nationalism also influenced nineteenth-

century music. In Hungary, there was a flourishing musical culture at aristocratic 

courts in the eighteenth century, where the masterpieces of European music were 

regularly performed. This musical practice allowed a European exportation and 

popularisation of Hungarian music. In the nineteenth century, discourse on music 

expanded also through the emerging journals and publishing industry. With the 

building of the first public concert halls and opera houses, music acquired new public 

spaces for its performance. Musical practice, together with the discourses about 

music, shaped the image of Hungarian music in Hungary and abroad.  

In Romania, music meant mainly folk music, due to the still rural character of 

the country. Performances of art music were relatively rare and did not reach the 

masses until the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. Public discourses 

about art music were also rare, and could not achieve such an identity and canon-

shaping role as in Hungary or Germany, where urbanization processes began earlier.  

Dynamic interactions between cultural memory, practice and discourse made a 

certain style national. My comparison of the practices of music’s institutionalisation 

in Hungary and Romania shows that Hungarian music had been greatly influenced by 

discourses, while the absence for such a discursive practice in the Romanian lands 

limited music to a form of entertainment for the boyars or left it in the realm of the 

                                                
191 ”Miért nem maradt meg hát a magyar ősi sátrainál, s nomádszerű életénél” (ZL I, 1860, 148). 
192 “Csak az által lesz nagy egy zeneíró, ha nemzeti zenéjét világművészeti érvényre képes emelni” (ZL 
I, 1860, 155). 
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folk. The absence of theoretical discourse about music may well be a reason why 

Romanian art music remained in the realm of the folk culture until the twentieth 

century. 

A discourse about national music is a narrative that first tries to define itself, 

and approaches music through continuous self-identification acts, music being both 

the object it talks about and the object it creates. National music was born as a result 

of the interplay between different national narratives, such as general history, literary 

history, and music history. Therefore the histoire croisée or entangled histories, a 

scholarly approach to history that has been developing in the last two years as a result 

of a debate between French and German historians would be a suitable model for 

understanding and interpreting the phenomena of national music. The methods of 

histoire croisée are meant to replace the traditional histoire comparé: instead of 

comparing two separate entities (most of the times enclosed in a national framework) 

the histoire croisée accentuates the constant dynamic transfer and interaction between 

the different cultures, disciplines and traditions. It focuses on the empirical 

intercrossings consubstantial with the object of study. National styles and national 

music are perfectly suitable for such an intercultural and interdisciplinary study of the 

histoire croisée. 
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Chapter Five 
 

Tu Felix Austria? – A realm of culture and conflict 
The Development of the Hungarian and Romanian National Consciousness in the 

Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Century and the Habsburg Monarchy  
 

“And it is certain that those who do not yield to their equals, who keep terms with their 
superiors, and are moderate towards their inferiors, on the whole succeed best. Think 
over the matter, therefore, after our withdrawal, and reflect once and again that it is for 
your country that you are consulting, that you have not more than one, and that upon 
this one deliberation depends its prosperity or ruin.”   (Thucydides)193 

 
 

      
 

I. The development of the Hungarian national consciousness in the 

late eighteenth-century  

 

Eighteenth-century Hungary, which had previously been partitioned between 

the Ottoman Empire and the Habsburg Empire, was characterised by a great ethnic 

and linguistic variety. After the country was liberated under the Ottoman Turkish rule 

(1699) it was devastated and largely uninhabited. The Magyars formed only 40% 

from the total population, whereas this in the Middle Ages would have been around 

75%.194 The next largest ethnic group was the Romanians 16%, followed by Slovaks, 

Croatians and Germans, which were each around 10%. And there were also 6% 

Serbians and 3% Slovenians and Ruthenians. In Transylvania 50% of the population 

were Romanians, and about 30% Hungarians and Seklers, who differed by law from 

the Hungarians, but were ethnically identical with them. The Habsburgs began to 

establish in Hungary many Roman Catholic ethnic German settlements, so by the 

1790s the population increased from about four million to ten million. The Slovak, 

Romanian, Serb, Croatian, and German ethnic groups were not living in separate great 

blocks, but they were scattered and mixed with each other all over the country 

forming communities of different size. For a long period there was no sign of ethnic 

tension between the various groups. Patriotism was connected to the concept of the 

land (Kingdom of Hungary as part of the Habsburg Empire) and not to ethnic or 

                                                
193 Thucydides: The Melian Dialogue, In. History of the Peloponnesian War, 431 BC, [Internet] 
Available at: http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/melian.htm  [Accessed on: 29-02-2008] 
194 A Concise History of Hungary, (ed. István György Tóth), Budapest: Corvina, Osiris, 2005, 314. 
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cultural consciousness. The authors spoke very often more than one languages, priests 

preached or taught in more than one language, and when they went abroad – 

regardless to their ethnic or linguistic affiliation – they all considered themselves 

“Hungarus”.195 Language was considered a means of communication and social 

interaction without any emotional resonance; Latin dominated both the state 

bureaucracy and the academic sphere.  

This peaceful social and political life began to be disturbed around the 1780s. 

The Magyars, the greatest ethnic group living in Hungary, had a crucial role in 

questioning the legitimacy of the empire and began to express their wish for more 

autonomy. Beginning with the 1780s the major issue of the Hungarian politics was the 

problem of language, and for the next eighty years it remained the protagonist of the 

political, intellectual, cultural scene. Thus the consciousness of the Hungarian 

Kingdom as related to the homeland was challenged by a newly emerging national 

consciousness, primarily based on the language. 

How and why did patriotism turn into nationalism by the 1780s? Why did the 

problem of the language become such a crucial issue in the development of Hungarian 

national identity? One might think that the urge for the use of the Hungarian language 

was a consequence of the increasing wealth and power of the Hungarian aristocracy. 

The Habsburgs generously gave them plenty of titles and estates in order to ensure 

their loyalty towards the empire. However, if we place the question in a European 

context, we see that for example in the same period in France the economic growth of 

the aristocracy was incomparably higher than the accumulation of wealth of the 

Hungarian nobility, still the problem of the language did not become an issue of any 

interest among the French aristocracy. It was only in 1793 when from the commission 

of the Convent abbé Grégoire made a summary about the state of language in France. 

From this Rapport présenté á la Convention par l’abbé Grégoire…sur l’usage du 

français et des divers “patois et jargons” we learn the astonishing fact that from the 

26 million Frenchmen only 10 million actually spoke French, and in addition 3 

million spoke French, too.196 Therefore it would be quite misleading to draw a direct 

line between the economic factors linked to the Hungarian aristocracy and their plea 

for the cause of the Hungarian language.  

                                                
195 Tarnai, Andor: Extra Hungariam non est vita…, Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1960. 
196 See Baggioni, Dániel: Langues et nations en Europe, Paris : Payot, 1997..; La langue nationale. 
Problèmes linguistiques et politiques, In. La Pensée. Janvier, 1980, 36-49. 
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Another plausible explanation would be that early awareness for the language 

as a symbol of the nation might have been linked to political factors. In the eighteenth 

century there was a serious conflict between the Hungarian nobility and the Viennese 

court. This was mainly due to the fact that both Empress Maria Theresa (1717-1780) 

and his son, Joseph II (1741-1790) were trying to modernise their empire by reforms 

which almost always met with the Hungarian nobility’s strong rejection. The cause 

behind their opposition was mostly the fear of loosing the inherited privileges and 

rights197. This hostility towards the Viennese court might be a reason for the increased 

attention of the Hungarian upper classes towards the Hungarian language. However, if 

we cast a look on the contemporary political debates between the Hungarian nobility 

and Vienna, which peaked in 1764-65 at the diet of Pozsony (Bratislava), the 

language did not play a serious role, if any.198 The situation changes in 1780s when 

the language problem was already presented as an important issue in the interactions 

between the Hungarian nobility and Joseph II. However, in these conflicts with the 

Habsburgs the central problem was not the promotion of the Hungarian, but rather the 

Hungarian nobility’s reluctance towards the introduction of German as the official 

language, which was advocated by king Joseph II. They would have preferred Latin 

instead of German. Even though the Hungarian nobility protested against the official 

use of the German, this did not mean that they would have favoured Hungarian. Their 

reluctance towards the German language was linked to their fear of loosing the 

ancient rights and their status in Hungarian society as a whole, rather than to some 

kind of emotional or conscious choice for Hungarian. Eventually, however, 

Hungarian was regarded as a kind of compromise, since Latin was not allowed 

anymore to be the official language in the state bureaucracy. At the diet in 1790 the 

Hungarian nobility already stood united and claimed unanimously the recognition of 

Hungarian as the official language of the Hungary. The Statutes (országgyűlési 

rendek) of the diet decided that the proceedings of the diet should be written and 

published in Hungarian, and they also voted for the status of the Hungarian language 

to become the official language of Hungary.  

Interestingly enough, if we take a look at the attitude of the Viennese 

government, we see that they did not hinder the cause of the Hungarian language, but 

                                                
197 Here one should think for example of such liberties as not paying tax to the Viennese court, which 
Joseph II, wanted to abolish.  
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on the contrary, they were actually very permissive in the questions of language use, 

moreover they themselves promoted the use of the Hungarian. King Leopold declared 

in April 1790 that Hungarian should be diffused and should have a wider circulation 

within the Monarchy.199 This was however, just a political tactic of the Austrian 

government: they precisely knew that the official use of the Hungarian could caused 

tension among the Magyars and the other ethnic groups, which by that time already 

formed more than the half of the total population. We do not have to wait long until 

we see that the plan of the Viennese officials worked out as intended: in the late 1790s 

the ethnic conflicts do break out in the Hungarian Kingdom because of the promotion 

of the Hungarian language. Thus due to the divide et impera policy of the Viennese 

court, the Magyars had to face a serious internal problem, which was not easy to 

solve.  

The ideology of the language already had a strong support both in the press 

and in the other forums of the emerging public sphere, and was backed up and 

promoted especially by the landed gentry strata of the Hungarian society, which 

actually dominated the literary life in Hungary. An irreversible social, intellectual 

change had started. The aristocracy did not have either the intellectual power, or the 

political possibility to stop the process, thus they had to incorporate it somehow into 

their policy towards Vienna. By promoting the status of the Hungarian language at the 

diet, the aristocracy gained the support of the gentry literati, too.  

But as soon as the diet of 1790 was over, the issue of the Hungarian language 

lost its significance and the interest of the Hungarian aristocracy and the Hungarian 

Statutes was again focused on socio-economic questions. The problem of the 

language was subordinated to political issues that involved the social position of the 

aristocracy in the empire. For the conservative aristocracy the crown, the banner, and 

the national dress – the symbols of the Hungarian nation –, were more important than 

the language. The ceremonial national dress worn by the Hungarian aristocracy was 

not only the icon of the Hungarian nobility’s legal, military, and economic 

independence from the foreign court, but also a token of its detachment and 

superiority from the rest of the Hungarian society.   

                                                                                                                                       
198 Kosáry Domokos: Bevezetés a magyar történelem forrásaiba és irodalmába. II. 1711-1825., 
Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1954, 186-191. 
199 Benda Kálmán: A magyar nemesi mozgalom 1790-ben. In: Emberbarát vagy hazafi? Tanulmányok 
a felvilágosodás korának magyar történelméből, Budapest: Gondolat, 1978, 81-84.  
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While during the rule of Joseph II Hungarian nobility unanimously wanted the 

restoration of their ancient rights, after 1790 this policy was less assertive and 

homogenous. Some reformer aristocrats considered that they should support the 

intellectuals, who beginning with the years 1770s wanted to improve the general 

conditions in the country and to decrease the existing differences between the nobility 

and the lower classes of the society. Some of the enlightened aristocrats realised that 

the maintenance of the feudal society would lead not only to the disintegration of the 

Habsburg Empire, but foremost to the collapse of Hungary. Let us illustrate this with 

an example: after the unpopular reforms, which jeopardised the rights of Hungarian 

aristocracy, were declared by Joseph II and were ready for implementation, the 

representatives of the nobility gathered in Vienna for a council. Ábrahám Barcsay 

(1742-1806), a major figure of the Hungarian literature form the 1770s and himself an 

aristocrat, wrote a letter to Ferenc Széchényi (1754-1820), the father of the “greatest 

Hungarian”, count István Széchényi (1791-1860). According to Barcsay the “enemy” 

(i.e. the Viennese court) can build its power on three things: first, the “inequality of 

the Hungarian nation” (the differences of the upper aristocracy and the lower nobility, 

the gentries); second the inequality between the nobility and the peasants (in this case 

he does not use the word nation, because peasants were not included in the nation 

concept); and third, on its powerful army, which however, could do no harm, if the 

country could deal with its first two weaknesses.200  His second fear was becoming a 

reality: in those months, when Barcsay wrote this letter, there was a serious unrest 

between the aristocracy and the peasants in Transylvania caused by the revolts of 

Horea201. The uprising soon became an ethnic clash, too, since the majority of the 

Romanians were peasants, who worked on the estates of the Hungarian nobility. The 

social inequality began to materialise as an ethnic conflict.  

During the negotiation between the Austrian court and Hungarian Statutes 

language was a second or a third rank problem for a long time, simply because of 

practical considerations of the multiethnic society. Thus we can find the causes of the 

increasing concern for the importance of the language neither in politics, nor in the 

economical situation of the Hungarian nobility in the second half of the eighteenth 

                                                
200 Bíró Ferenc: A felvilágosodás korának magyar irodalma, Budapest, Balassi Kiadó, 1994, 121.   
201 The peasant uprising of Horea, Cloşca and Crişan in Transylvania in 1784 was an anti-aristocratic 
revolt. Although this was a classic peasant riot, with mainly socioeconomic causes, its timing and its 
combination with discontent in the Orthodox Christian fold (composed overwhelmingly of Romanians) 
makes it a manifestation of early ethnic Romanian nationalism.  
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century. Hence, there must be another more plausible reason for the transformation of 

political thinking.  

The Hungarian aristocrats in the 1790s were divided regarding their support 

for the emerging Hungarian intelligentsia. These Hungarian intellectuals were mainly 

middle-class writers and churchmen, who ardently fought for the spreading and 

standardisation of the Hungarian language. In order to be able to bring the cause of 

the national language on a political level, they tried to gain the support of the 

landowner nobility, the gentries, who had political influence. Language gradually 

became a democratising factor between the aristocracy and the other strata of the 

Hungarian society. Until the 1790s the word nation referred only to the Hungarian 

nobility. Nevertheless, regardless to their social position, the new concept of the 

national language already included all the people who spoke Hungarian as their 

mother tongue. Language as the material of the literature, gained increased prestige 

among the middle-class intellectuals, but also amongst the enlightened nobility.   

What kind of literature are we exactly talking about? And what did they mean 

by literature at the end of the eighteenth century? Literature meant mainly poetry 

written mainly by Catholic or Protestant churchmen. Language played an important 

factor in the spreading and development of the sciences. György Bessenyei (1747-

1811), the “founder” of modern Hungarian literary consciousness,202 elaborated a 

complex cultural program that became one of the pillars of the early Hungarian 

nationalism. In his work entitled Egy magyar társaság iránt való jámbor szándék (A 

devout intention for a Hungarian society) (1781) he linked the progress of the society 

to the level of development of the national language. According to Bessenyei, the aim 

of the society as a whole is to be happy, and the more educated a society, the happier 

it is. He regarded language as the basis of education. Education should be available 

for a wide public, including the lowest classes, the peasants. This can only be 

achieved through the elevation of the mother tongue, the Hungarian, to a higher level, 

in order to become an adequate medium for the complex academic thinking. The 

language should be renewed, polished and made suitable for such a noble task. Since 

Hungarian was used mainly by the lower classes of the society, and it served mainly 

                                                
202 Bessenyei, György (1747–1811), Hungarian dramatist and writer. In Vienna he was one of the 
bodyguards of the empress Maria Theresia. He came in contact with French rationalism and was an 
ardent follower of Voltaire and the Encyclopedists. Bessenyei’s major importance lay in his 
encouraging the revival of the Hungarian language. He has been called the father of modern Hungarian 
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everyday communication purposes, it should be consciously elevated to fit the pursuit 

of scientific knowledge. It is obvious, that language had a very important role in 

Bessenyei’s thinking, but its role was functional: it was regarded a tool, but not an 

end. Nevertheless, language became a popular topic in the public discourse, and 

already at beginning of 1780s it was viewed as a symbol of the nation. By the 1780s 

the concept of the nation referred to all the people living in Hungary speaking and 

cultivating the national language.  

The supporters of Bessenyei’s program began to consciously develop his ideas 

formulated in the Devout intention and his other writings, like the Magyarság 

(Hungaricum) (1778), a pamphlet, that became famous for the following sentence: 

“Every nation became an intellectual power only by using its own mother tongue, but 

never using an other nation’s language”203. Later, this sentence was one of the most 

frequently used quotations of the Hungarian nationalism. Bessenyei’s other important 

recognition was to emphasise the importance of Europe as a unified cultural 

community: “Whenever the concepts of homeland and patriotism are mentioned, you 

should think of Europe.”204 For Bessenyei language was the par excellence medium 

for the unity of the Hungarian nation, but he always referred to Hungary as an organic 

cultural and political entity of Europe.  

József Kármán (1769-1795), the founding father of the Hungarian prose and 

editor of the literary review Uránia (1794), in the preface of the first issue of his 

journal asserted:  

 
“The national language is the defence castle of the nation, which keeps the foreigner, if he is foreigner, 

away from our borders, or it transforms him into a patriot. Language is the ultimate means for the 

survival of the Hungarian nation”.205  

 

József Péczeli (1750-1792), the protestant pastor from Komárom (today Komárno, 

Slovakia) formulated the same idea in the following short sentence: “One language, 

one nation.”206 Benedek Virág (1754-1830) another important poet and thinker 

                                                                                                                                       
literature, and the date of the appearance of his work entitled Ágis Tragédiája (The tragedy of Ágis), 
1772 is usually considered as the beginning of Hungarian enlightenment.  
203 „Minden nemzet a maga nyelvén lett tudós, de idegenen sohasem.”  
204 „Mikor hazát, hazafiúságot emlegetnek: Európát értsd rajta.” 
205 A nemzeti nyelv „az a palladium, mely fenntartja alkotványunkat: az a végvár, amely az idegent, 
míg idegen, eltilt határainkról, vagy hazafivá változtat, az a mód, amely nemzetünket létében megtartja, 
az a jegy, amely megóv, hogy többek közt el ne olvadjunk…” In. Uránia, Bé-vezetés, 1794/1.  
206 „Egy a’ nyelv, egy a’ nemzet.” (In. Bíró (1994), 125.)  
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maintained that “Our nation can be called Hungarian, until its language is alive.”207 

And we could quote many more variations on the same idea, whose essence is that a 

nation lives in its language, and the cultivation of the national language leads to a 

flourishing nation.  

In 1791 Herder published his Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschicte der 

Menschheit, where in the fourth chapter when talking about the Slavs, he mentioned 

the possibility of the disappearance of the Hungarians in the Slavic “see”. The fear of 

the death of the Hungarian nation entered the public discourse in Hungary much 

earlier than the publication of Herder’s work. Someone who is familiar with the 

Hungarian history has to admit that this fear was not just some kind of intellectual 

paranoia, but a real threat. After the devastation of Hungary by the Ottomans resulted 

in the separation of the country between the two competing powers, the Habsburg 

Empire and the Ottoman Empire. Most of the cultural heritage was destroyed and 

there was no suitable environment for renewal. The country suffered by the constant 

wars with the Turks and later by a series of civil wars. Ferenc Kazinczy (1759-1831), 

the founder of the Hungarian language movement, in 1789 in his letter addressed to 

the Protestant pastor József Péczeli, also expressed his fear about the disappearance of 

the Hungarian culture. Among other things he mentioned that he had translated 

Helvetius’s essay about the popularisation of sciences, and Kazinczy made a reference 

to Bessenyei’s Devout intention in which the idea of the education was connected to 

the language, hence to the nation. The first four issues of Kazinczy’s own literary 

journal, Orpheus (1790-1792) also dealt with the problem of the death of the nation. 

Language and nation became strongly intertwined concepts by the end of the 

eighteenth century in the Hungarian discourses and the middle class literati succeeded 

to convince a great part of the Hungarian nobility to sustain their cause.  

 

II. Cultural-Political epistemes and the formation of nineteenth-

century Hungarian national consciousness 

 

In Hungary we can discern three major paradigms regarding national 

consciousness: 1. consciousness of common polity; 2. consciousness of common 

ancestry; 3. consciousness of common cultural heritage. (Here and there the 

                                                
207 „Nemzetünk tsak addig magyar, ameddig nyelve él.” (In. Bíró (1994), 125.) 
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consciousness of common social class is also to be noticed, but its importance to the 

previous three is negligible.)208 All these three commonly held systems were 

interested in creating a separate and unified concept for the national values.  

1. Consciousness of common polity 

Pál S. Varga, who worked out a system theory for the history of the Hungarian 

literature based on these three categories, argues that the consciousness of common 

polity cannot be regarded as an independent paradigm for national literature, because 

the nation conceived as the community of all the subjects of the state did not develop 

a separate individual concept of national literature in the nineteenth century. Yet, it 

has to be mentioned that the idea of the nation as polity defined the community’s 

consciousness living under the rule of Hungarian Kings209 for centuries, from the 

Middle Ages till the late eighteenth century.210 This was also a valid nation concept 

nevertheless, different from the one created in the nineteenth century. On the other 

hand, even though Transylvania as an autonomous principality existed independent 

from Hungary from 1571 until its integration in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy in 

1867, the Magyar population never ceased to question its Hungarian identity. 

Nevertheless, this nation concept did not necessarily include territorial unity with the 

Hungarian Kingdom or total identification with the Hungarian identity as developed 

within the borders of Hungary. Actually the consciousness of common cultural 

heritage within the Hungarian culture is older than the nineteenth-century nationalistic 

ideologies.  

2. Consciousness of common ancestry 

According to the consciousness of common ancestry Hungarian nation is the 

community of Magyar nobility. Only later, beginning with the 1780s by the expansion 

of law, the nation started to refer to someone having Hungarian as mother tongue or 

being born on the territory of Hungary. But originally nation denoted only a narrow 

social strata and it was characterised by its particular values. In terms of literary 

culture this meant “high culture belle-lettres”, a certain amount of texts, which – 

                                                
208 Varga, Pál S.: A nemzeti költészet csarnokai. A nemzeti irodalom fogalmi rendszerei a 19. századi 
magyar irodalomtörténeti gondolkodásban, Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 2005, 13-15. 
209 Hungarian king could also be of foreign origin, was not necessarily genetically Hungarian. Maria 
Theresa, the Austrian Habsburg Empress was also Queen of Hungary. Or Joseph II did not crown 
himself as Hungarian King (therefore he was mentioned as the hatted king) because he knew that as 
Hungarian King he would be responsible by law for Hungarian constitutional rights of the nobility. The 
sacred crown was an important national symbol throughout the ages.   
210 See Szűcs, Jenő: A magyar nemzeti tudat kialakulása. Budapest: Osiris, 1997. 
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beginning with the eighteenth century – were separated on aesthetic grounds from 

other written documents. According to this view, the aesthetic value was linked to the 

individual genius. In the eighteenth century creativity was defined as erudition 

(knowledge), later during Romanticism it was ascribed to ingenuity and creative 

imagination. As regards musical culture national music did not exist within this 

paradigm. Art music in Hungary – as well as elsewhere in Europe – was completely 

international even though it might have had local character. The narrative of common 

ancestry if imagined on a vertical plane, goes from top to bottom, from the upper 

classes to the lower social levels. The upper class was the determining factor, the taste 

dictator, to whom lower classes had to be lifted and conformed.  

3. Consciousness of common cultural heritage  

The third paradigm that developed chronologically the last and eventually 

became the strongest in the nineteenth century could be called the consciousness of 

common cultural heritage. The emphasis in this system of thinking falls on the 

continuity of primordial cultural patterns and their perpetual inheritance by the 

subsequent generations. According to this view the essence of the development of a 

national cultural canon is similar to the nature of language: it is subjected to 

permanent change, but all the new elements and influences adjust to the true authentic 

nature of language. While in the paradigm of common ancestry the accent fell on the 

narrow strata of the erudite few intellectuals whose task is to teach the uncultivated 

masses, the paradigm of common heritage emphasised the shared culture. According 

to this view, poetry – one of the supreme art forms besides music – is born organically 

out of language. Aesthetics and national consciousness are inseparable. In the 

paradigm of common cultural heritage the peasantry and the folk culture associated 

with it play a central role. The rural population is the major gatekeeper of traditional 

culture that is preserved, transmitted and disseminated from generation to generation 

in its purest and most authentic form. This idealised image of peasantry was a typical 

recurrent motif of the Romantic value system.  

In the nineteenth-century it is difficult to find examples where one of these 

three paradigms would have had appeared in a pure form, completely isolated from 

the other ideologies of national consciousness. They are usually intertwined, and 

authors opting for the one or the other in many cases consciously or unconsciously 

combine ideas belonging to these three major paradigms. However, all these 

paradigms, despite their inherent differences, had one major feature common 
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characteristic: they were all thinking within the framework of nation and regarded 

nation their symbolic meaning system. 

 

III. The development of the Romanian national consciousness 

  

The Treaty of Karlowitz (26 January, 1699)211 marked the beginning of the 

Ottoman decline and the growing power of the Habsburgs in Central Europe. The 

Habsburg Empire had to face a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural territory. In Transylvania 

the Habsburgs tried to reduce the differences, by proposing to ethnic Romanians, who 

were on Christian Orthodox faith, to unite with the Catholic Church. According to the 

deal, if the bishops joined the Catholic Church they could keep the Orthodox rituals 

and would be granted equal rights with the members of the other three nations212 – 

Hungarians, Saxon Germans and the Seklers (Székelys)213 – included in the Diploma 

Leopoldinum (1690)214. The Transylvanian Statutes (the rendek in Hungarian) were 

hostile to the union, which however, was accepted and signed by Archbishop Teofil in 

                                                
211 The Treaty of Karlowitz (1699) was a pact that concluded the Austro-Ottoman war of 1683–1697 in 
which the Ottoman side was defeated. 
212 This nation concept referred to the collective rights of the nobility and free burghers – but excluded 
the peasants for example – who were granted collective right by the monarch. The right of the nation 
was a matter of ancestry, thus it was substantially different from the nineteenth-century European 
nation concept that instead of ancestry stressed the legitimacy of cultural unity and shared cultural 
traditions.     
213 The Székely’s (or Sekler) origin is a matter of controversy among historians, however they consider 
themselves Hungarians. They live in a homogenous block in the southern part from Transylvania, in 
the so-called Székely Land (Terra Siculorum), which is today part of Romania. According to the first 
Hungarian chronicler, Anonymus, the Székelys were already present in the region when the Hungarians 
settled in Pannonia at about 895 A.D.. For centuries their task was to defend the eastern borders of 
Hungary. In exchange for their service, for centuries the Hungarian Kings granted them freedom, 
which meant equal rights with the nobility. In 1438 they were also the founders of the Unium Trium 
Nationum (Union of Three Nations), the other two being the Hungarian nobility and the Saxon 
(German) burghers. Romanians (Vlachs) constituted the fourth major ethnic group in Transylvania, but 
were generally excluded from political power at the time (as were Magyar serfs, and Saxons living 
outside the Universitas). They gradually lost their privileges in the sixteenth century when 
Transylvanian rulers tried to cut back on their rights. The Székelys revolted against the rule of the 
monarchs and the Transylvanian Diet several times. The most notorious are: 1599 – this revolt helped 
Mihai Viteazul, the Prince of Wallachia, to the Transylvanian throne, because the Székelys supported 
his army against the troups of the Transylvanian Prince, András Báthory; 1562 – revolt against Prince 
János Zsigmond (1540-1571); 1764 – the revolt against Maria Theresa, the so called Siculicidium, 
when the Austrian army massacred hundreds of Székelys, who denied military service. Many Székelys 
flew to Moldova, but when the Monarchy gained Bucovina, the Székelys were settled in five villages in 
Bucovina. Many of them moved back to the territory of Hungary during the nineteenth and twentieth 
century. After the Treaty from Trianon (1920), the Székely Land became part of Romania. Since then, 
except a period after the second Treaty of Vienna (1940) between 1940-1944, when the Székely Land 
was returned to Hungary, the Székelys live on the territory of Romania, but preserve their ethnic 
Hungarian identity. 
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1697, one year later, in 1698 modified by Bishop Anastasie Anghel. Nevertheless, the 

official union was not expressing the will of the Romanians in Transylvania – as 

historians pointed out – but it was the personal ambition of some bishops and 

Romanian nobles, who wanted similar privileges as the nations living in 

Transylvania.215 The Habsburgs did not count with the fact that the agreement of a 

few Romanians is not the same as the common assent of the orthodox Romanian 

masses, who did not profit from the pact. Eventually this led to tension between the 

high Church officials and the people, whose discontent was also instigated by the 

lower priests. This was one of the reasons why many Romanian peasants joined the 

Hungarian kuruc216 movements against the Habsburgs.  

Nevertheless, the union opened the Occidental perspective for a few Romanian 

boyars and priests, who went to study abroad. After they finished their studies came 

home to Transylvania and formed the so-called Transilvanian School (Şcoala 

Ardeleană) and became the forefathers of Romanian high culture. They were later 

regarded by some historians the founders of the Romanian nationalism.217 However, 

we have to note that this interpretation of the Transylvanian School was a nineteenth-

century projection. The members of the Transylvanian school were not thinking in 

modern national terms, but were the representatives of the enlightenment and 

demanded equal human rights. Even such issues – which later in the nineteenth 

century became very important and were included in the nation-building strategies – 

as the right of the Romanian people in Transylvania were based on Rousseaunian 

concepts about the equality of men and not on a modern, nineteenth-century nation 

concept.  

The exemplary forerunner of the Transylvanian School was Inochenţie Micu 

Klein (1692-1768), (Image 14) who after his studies at the Jesuit University at 

                                                                                                                                       
214 The Diploma Leopoldinum was a document conceived by the Statutes of Transylvania (Saxons, 
Hungarian nobles, and Székelys) signed by Leopold I (1640-1705), which served for more than 150 
years as a kind of constitution of Transylvania.  
215 See the Introduction to the Supplex Libellus Valachorum, (eds. Pervain, Iosif and Köllő, Károly), 
(Trans. Köllő, Károly), Bukarest, Kriterion Könyvkiadó, 1971, 12-13.  
216 The word kuruc denoted that part of Hungarian nobility, soldiers and peasants, who were against the 
Habsburg rule in Hungary. Hungarian linguists cannot agree about the etymology of the word. Some 
maintain that it comes from the latin “crux” (crusaders), some suggest that it originates from the word 
kuroc, kurus and meant rebel or thief. Later the kuruc movements and uprisings were also supported by 
other nationalities living on the territory of Hungary. The antonym of kuruc was labanc, which always 
referred to the Habsburgs and Austrians in general. 
217 See Chindriş, Ioan: Cultură şi Societate în Contextul Şcolii Ardelene, Cluj-Napoca: Editura 
Cartimpex, 2001 or Istoria României (eds. Bărbulescu-Deletant-Hitchins-Papacostea-Teodor), 
Bucureşti, Corint, 2005, 249-253, 264-269. 
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Nagyszombat, in Hungary, was appointed the bishop of Gyulafehérvár (Alba Iulia, 

Karlsburg). He wanted to establish another Diploma Leopoldinum, which would 

acknowledge and include the rights of Romanians as well.218 In 1732 he gained the 

title of baron and was allowed to participate at the meetings of the Transylvanian 

Diet, where he raised his voice for the rights of the Romanians living in Transylvania. 

His rhetoric was based on the ideas of the enlightenment, and he was claiming the 

right for freedom and equality for all the people. In his plea, he was stressing the high 

number of Romanian inhabitants, who should be entitled to equal treatment. He was 

the first to use in his arguments the claim that Romanians are the descendants of 

Roman colonists, who came to Transylvania around 2 A.D. with Emperor Traianus. 

Thus he was regarded by the later generations as the forerunner of Romanian nation-

building movements. Micu-Klein’s projects about the cultural education of the 

Romanians was achieved by Petru Pavel Aron (1709-1764), a Greek-Catholic Bishop, 

who after he finished his studies in Rome and came home to Transylvania, founded 

the first Romanian School at Blaj in 1754. This school became the cradle of 

Romanian nationalism.  

The prominent members of the Transylvanian School (Image 15), Samuil Micu-

Klein (1745-1806), Gheorghe Şincai (1754-1816), Petru Maior (1756-1821), Ion 

Budai Deleanu (1760-1820) all started their studies at the Romanian School at Blaj, 

and later continued their career at Vienna and Buda. The press at Buda, in Hungary, 

was especially important for the development of Romanian national identity. Both 

Şincai and Petru Maior worked as correctors and censors in the press of the Hungarian 

capital.219 They were the spiritual fathers of the famous Supplex Libellus Valachorum 

(1791) that was addressed to the Emperor Joseph II and was pleading for equal 

treatment and rights for the Romanians in Transylvania. The Transylvanian Diet 

rejected the demand of the Romanians. The arguments of the Supplex Libellus 

included the continuity of the Latin origin of the Romanians and the significant 

number of the Romanian inhabitants, as well as general ideas of enlightenment about 

human rights for freedom.220 The cultivation of language and the ascension of the 

                                                
218 See footnote 11. 
219 Király, Péter: Typographia Universitatis Hungaricae Budae (1777-1830), Budapest: Akadémiai 
Kiadó, 1983. 
220 „Est Natio Valachica omnium Transylvaniae huius aetis Nationum longe antiquissima, cum 
Romanis ipsam coloniis, per Imperatorem Traianum saeculo II inchoante in Daciam frequenter 
copiosissimo veteranorum militium numero ad tutandam Provinciam deductis, propaginem suam 



 136 

nation through education were popular ideas towards the end of the eighteenth century 

in Europe. Şincai published Samuil Micu-Klein’s grammar Elementa Lingue Daco-

Romanae sive Valachicae in 1780, which became one of the most influential works of 

the paşoptists’221 language theories in the 1840s. Thus we can see that the travelling 

intellectuals were interested in the cultivation of culture, and in political, ethical 

questions about the collective rights of the community. Neither substantial 

economical developments, nor an established and recognised political authority 

preceded the cultural developments of the Romanians in Transylvania. Although they 

were still the representatives of the eighteenth century, their ideas and cultural 

patterns later became the cornerstones for the development of Romanian nationalism.            

Maria Theresa’s Ratio Educationis (1777), the reforms of Joseph II about the 

abolition of serfdom (1781), the patent of toleration (1781) and the language act 

(1784) were trying to transform the Habsburg Empire into a strong and enlightened 

state. But since they wanted to keep the absolutist-centralised monarchy, they had to 

face the resistance of the nobility – especially that of the Magyar conservative’s – 

who felt that Vienna ignores their rights. The discontent of the Hungarian nation and 

the Habsburg government’s inability to cope with the situation led to the 

revolutionary movements of 1848. It was an extremely complex situation where the 

Habsburgs had to face the discontent of both the reformist and conservative 

aristocracy. They both turned against the Austria however, for different reasons. The 

reformist nobles were willing to give up their privileges in favour of the modern 

nation concept, on the other hand the conservative aristocracy, resented Vienna 

because the Habsburg government tried to limit their rights.222 The result was that 

eventually they both joined forces against the Habsburgs.223  

                                                                                                                                       
habere, fide historica, traditione nunquam interrupta, idiomatis et morum consequetudinumque 
similitudine sit certum probatumque.” (In Supplex Libellus Valachorum, 47.) 
221 The term paşoptism is used to denote the mid-nineteenth century (1840-1860) period of the 
Romanian cultural life. The name is a haplology and it was derived from the Romanian word for the 
revolution from 1848 (patruzecişiopt). 
222 This is why the enlightened Habsburg Emperor Joseph II (1741-1790) had to withdraw his acts 
concerning the reforms of the Hungarian social structure. Among his modernisation decrees he also 
issued a law concerning the official language in Hungary, which until that time was Latin, to be 
changed into German. The Emperor had purely practical considerations with this language decree. 
Nevertheless he had to face the resistance of the Hungarian nobility, who on the one hand regarded the 
decree offensive, because it would have deprived them from the privilege of using Latin, thus also of 
exercising in the country the role of the highest social class. On the other hand the decree would have 
prevented the lower nobility and the ever-growing intellectual strata to use Hungarian.   
223 Nevertheless, there were also monarchist aristocrats, but their number and influence was not so 
substantial as the reformists.  
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Around 1815 the Habsburg Empire was one the greatest political powers in 

Europe. This position was shaped by the Austrian statesman Klemens Wenzel von 

Metternich (1773-1859), who after the Napoleonic wars managed to co-ordinate the 

Congress of Vienna (1814-1815) and to fashion the politics of balance in Europe. 

Under Metternich’s orchestration the Holy Alliance, a coalition between Russia, 

Austria and Prussia was signed in 1815. The Holy Alliance was meant to function as a 

kind of peacekeeping organisation is Europe and was actually designed as such by 

Tsar Alexander I, who appealed to Christian values that should represent the basis of 

the agreement. Almost all the European nations joined the alliance, except the 

Moslem Turkey, the Papal State, which was suspicious of the Orthodox Russia’s 

plans, and Britain, who did not trust the premises of the Alliance. The Alliance was in 

fact intended to guard the old political structure in Europe, which actually meant to 

preserve the monarchies from disintegration. Thus the Holy Alliance was turned into 

a fortress against revolutions and democratisation processes. However, the Alliance 

managed to keep the structures of old Europe for about fifty years and suppressed 

every revolutionary movement that would have had jeopardised it. The revolutions 

from 1848 also became the victims of the peacekeeping efforts of the Great Powers.  

After the peace treaty from Adrianopol (Edime) (14 September, 1829) – following 

the Russian-Turkish war 1828-1829 – came an end to the Phanariot rule224 in 

Moldova and Wallachia, and the Sultan recognised the administrative autonomy of 

the principalities. Moldova and Wallachia entered under Russian protectorate, “East” 

and “West” existed side by side each other for decades to come. Many literary works 

and pamphlets of this time ridiculed either the old-fashioned Eastern traditions of 

some boyars, or the aggressive Westernisation of the reformist Romanian 

intellectuals. Russia was regarded until the mid-nineteenth century as the saviour 

“orthodox sister”, who helped to liberate the principalities from the Turkish rule, but 

after the Russian suzerainty the Romanian nationalists began to view the “big sister” 

as a threat.  

The two Romanian lands, Wallachia and Moldova, in 1848 were Turkish 

suzerainties, but had been placed since 1822 under Russian protectorate. After the 

                                                
224 The Phanariots were the members of prominent Greek families living in the Phanar (Fener) district 
of Constantinople (Istanbul), who acquired great wealth during the seventeenth century and occupied 
important political and administrative positions in the Ottoman Empire. Between 1711 and 1821 they 
were also the governors of the Romanian principalities Wallachia and Moldova. Romanian 
historiography refers to this period as the Phanariote Rule.      
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declaration of the revolutionary goals in the Proclamation from Islaz (9-21 June, 

1848), an intermediary government started the implementations of its reform 

measures. But the interference of Russia and the Ottoman Empire put an end to the 

revolutionary plans, because even though Russia and the Ottoman Empire were not 

partners in the Holy Alliance, still they were both interested in keeping the old 

political system alive. However, the old system, proved to be soon very ephemeral. 

The monarchist peacekeepers could not stop either the modernisation processes, or the 

national movements, which eventually swept away the Habsburg Monarchy.  

Around the revolution from 1848, most of the nations – except Italians and 

Hungarians – showed great adherence for the Habsburg Monarchy. “If Austrian did 

not exist, it would have to be invented.” – was the legendary saying of the Czech 

historian, Frantisek Palacky (1798-1876). This sentence also expressed the wish of the 

small countries in the Danubian Federation225 to sustain the Monarchy, which could 

protect them on the one hand from Russia, on the other hand, from Prussia. 

Romanians from Transylvania also wanted to be acknowledged as a nation, with 

equal rights. But the unification with the principalities of Wallachia and Moldova, 

which were still partly under Turkish suzerainty and partly under Russian 

protectorate, was only a far-fetched dream. Romanian national aims were clearly 

formulated at the assembly at Blaj (3-15 May, 1848), but the idea of the unification 

with Wallachia and Moldova did not play any role yet in the national rhetoric.  

The Romanian revolutionary movement in Transylvania, which was led by 

intellectuals, but later supported by a large number of people, was a response to 

Hungary’s plan to unite with Transylvania. Hungary’s main reasoning in favour of the 

unification with Transylvania was based on cultural arguments. Hungarian 

government tried to make a pact with the other ethnic groups living on the territory of 

the country to accept the unification. In exchange Hungary granted reforms and equal 

personal rights to all the inhabitants of the country, but refused to acknowledge 

collective rights or to approve the national autonomy of the different ethnic groups. 

This political strategy of the Hungarian politicians actually led to the reactionary 

movements of the ethnic groups, who just like Hungarians, wanted to define 

themselves as nations. They turned against the Hungarian goals including 

independence from the Habsburg rule, joined forces with Austria, who actually 
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promised them national autonomy in the Constitution forced by the Czechs (April 28, 

1848), but eventually abolished both the constitution and all the promised national 

rights.  

Even though many ideologically biased Romanian history textbooks present 

Romanian nationalism as the natural and organic development of the people’s 

awakening national consciousness, we have to be aware of the fact, that there was 

neither organicity, nor natural awakening of national consciousness in the nineteenth 

century. First until the 1840s when young Romanian intellectuals go to study abroad 

and come home with already developed national models, which they plan to 

implement in Romania, we actually can speak only about patriotism, but not 

nationalism. Second, because this “national awakening” began only later, almost at 

the beginning of the twentieth century and it was due to the restless work of many 

Romanian intellectuals among whom the most prominent figure was Nicolae Iorga 

(1871-1940). 

In Hungary by 1848 there were three distinct national paradigms: the democratic, 

which defined nation as the collective of shared traditions; the conservative, which 

was still thinking in the eighteenth century nation-concept, according to which 

belonging to the nation was a matter of aristocratic ancestry; and the ultra 

conservative monarchists, according to whom nation is a legal pact between the 

monarch and the people and the monarch represents the nation. However, these 

paradigms appeared most of the time intertwined in the nineteenth-century Hungarian 

discourses.  

Austria also had to deal with the ever-stronger German question and the position 

of Austria within the German federation. Even though the aims of this dissertation do 

not need an analysis of the German national movements in the region, nevertheless, 

this becomes and important model for the Hungarian and Romanian nation-builders. 

The Germans living in the Empire certainly played a vital role in spreading modern 

ideas about the relation of shared cultural traditions and national ideas. This was 

embraced first by the Hungarians, but later also claimed by the Romanians and other 

ethnic groups within the Habsburg Empire. The German unification plan, in which 

Austria’s role was not decided yet, indirectly caused the escalation of the national 

thought in Central Europe.  

                                                                                                                                       
225 Danubian Federation included the countries situated on the river Danube: Austria, Hungary, 



 140 

The slow deterioration of the Habsburg Monarchy might be explained with 

economical or social factors, but the fact that no national identity could be attached to 

it as a conglomerate is only to be understood by an extensive cultural investigation. Its 

disintegration was due to its cultural diversity. The revolutions for national 

independence in the region could not be explained without the framework of the 

Monarchical political-cultural environment. National movements did not grow out 

organically amid the specific cultural communities, but they were fostered and 

enhanced by the symbiosis within the Habsburg Monarchy. The development of 

nationalism, as well as the disintegration of the Habsburg Monarchy has to be 

understood and analysed in a cultural, social and political interaction of the periphery 

and centre.  

 

IV. The awareness of language and the development of Romanian identity  

 

Just as in Hungary, there were early signs both in Wallachia and Moldova for 

the need of a standardised language that could be a suitable means for communication 

among all the Romanians, regardless to their social class or territorial distribution. 

Even though coming from a different path, by the end of the eighteenth century both 

Hungarian and Romanian men of letters realised that language is an important factor 

of identity construction. Additionally the Romanians had to overcome the difficulty of 

territorial diversification – as Romanians were living scattered on the territory of 

Wallachia, Moldova and Transylvania – and the fact that for centuries the official 

language – as a consequence of the affiliation with the Orthodox Church – was Greek 

and Slavic. The process of language standardisation and unification started later than 

in Hungary, nevertheless, followed an analogous model: the first books in Romanian 

are related to the church and are translations from official church Slavic; the next 

stage is linked to the ever growing number of Romanian boyars, who study at the 

renowned universities in Europe, in Italy, France, Germany, Hungary, Kiev and 

Istanbul; the third stage is the appearance of the first Romanian grammars and the 

chronicles; the fourth stage is related to the translation of the European masterpieces 

in Romanian and to the endeavours of the Şcoala Ardeleană; the final stage is 

connected to the increasing importance of the public sphere, to the theatre, the 

                                                                                                                                       
Bohemia-Moravia, Poland, Romania, Serbia and Croatia.   
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appearance of the first Romanian literary journals and the ever growing literate public 

in the two capital cities of Wallachia and Moldova, in Bucharest and Iaşi.  

It would be more fruitful – just as in the case of Hungary – to situate this 

development in a European international and supranational context. It should be clear 

that the earliest records about the need of a literary Romanian language were not 

connected to any kind of national consciousness. In the beginning, the language was 

meant to serve practical and spiritual purposes. The earliest translators of church 

scripts expressed their wish to spread the religious idea as effectively as possible 

among the people, who did not speak the official language of the church. This phase 

can be compared to the period of the Reformation in Western European tradition, 

when the cultivation of the vernacular had first and foremost a religious goal. As it 

happens, the first books in Romanian language were printed in the press of Diaconus 

Coresi (d. 1583) in Braşov (Brassó, Kronstadt) in Transylvania, which in that time 

was a Saxon German city strongly influenced by the Reformation. Here Coresi was 

offered the possibility to print religious books both in Slavic and in Romanian using 

Roman letters, which was strictly forbidden in Wallachia by the Episcopate of 

Hungarowallachia. So paradoxically, the first books that are regarded the founders of 

the Romanian literary language appeared under the current of the Reformation, in a 

German Saxon city, in spite of the ban of the official Wallachian authorities.  

The next printing presses are founded in Cîmpulung with the help of Petru 

Movilă (or Moghila) (1596-1847), the Episcopate (Metropolite) of Kiev, and later in 

Snagov, Buzău, Rîmnic, Tîrgovişte, Iaşi. Varlaam, Simeon Ştefan, Dosofei are among 

the first to argue that the official language of the church should be brought closer to 

the language of the people. Simeon Ştefan, the Archbishop of Transylvania wrote in 

1648 in the preface to Noul Testament de la Bălgrad (The New Testament from 

Belgrado) – where Belgrade does not refer to the capital city of Serbia, but to a city in 

Transylvania, Alba Iulia, (Gyulafehérvár/Karlsburg) – that words should be like 

money: the wider the circulation of a currency, the more it is worth, similarly, the 

wider the usage of the words known by everybody, the more they value.226 However, 

he complained that since the Romanians do not speak the same language, even though 

the translator did his best, his message might not reach everyone. In 1680 Dosoftei in 

                                                
226 Scriitori Romîni despre limbă şi stil, (Ed. Gh. Bulgăr), Bucureşti, Societatea de ştiinţe istorice şi 
filologice, 1957, 42; “Bine ştim că cuvintele trebuie să fie ca banii, că banii aceia sănt buni carii îmblă 



 142 

the preface to the Psaltirea slavo-romînă (Slavic-Romanian Psalmody) also plead for 

the use of the Romanian language, but again not driven by nationalistic passion, but 

rather because of religious consideration:  

 
“That who speaks the language of the people and who is understood by the people, contributes to their 

education and improvement, caresses and encourages their soul. That who speaks a language edifies 

himself, but that who speaks to be understood by the people, edifies the church.”227  

 

In 1688 appeared the first Romanian Bible, Biblia de la Bucureşti (The Bible from 

Bucharest), which is considered a landmark in the evolution of the Romanian literary 

language. However, these writers and translators did not think in a nation yet, and the 

cultivation of the language served purely religious and humanistic purposes. In these 

first Romanian texts from the seventeenth century there is no trace of any national 

consciousness. Nevertheless, they are going to be seen as such by the later generation 

of writers, who project back on the literary endeavours of these early literati the 

ideology of the nineteenth century.  

In 1697 the first Romanian grammar was published. In 1744 the translator of 

the Octoihu, a religious book, has already a different attitude towards the text and 

language. The translator of the Octoihu linked the cultivation of the Romanian 

language to patriotic duty. He explained that he decided to write in Romanian “for the 

happiness of my country and for the enlightenment of the Romanian language”. 228  

 While earlier authors emphasised the glory of the church and the necessity of 

translations for the spiritual benefit of the people, in the mid-eighteenth century the 

concept of patriotism and that of the cultivation of the literary language, gained more 

and more space in the thinking of the writers. The chronicles were the first men of 

letters, who gave a literary form to the spoken language and who wrote about secular 

topics instead of religious matters. They focused on the history of their country and on 

the life story of the suzerains. Grigore Ureche (1590-1647), born in Moldova as the 

son of a boyar who gained nobility for his loyalty towards the Polish crown, opens the 

                                                                                                                                       
în toate ţărăle, aşia şi cuvintele acele sînt bune carele le înţeleg toţi.” Ştefan Simion: Noul testament 
(1648) 
227 Ibid. 43, “Iară cela ce prorociaşte, adecă spune de-nţelăs oamenilor, grăieşte zidire şi mîngăiere, 
îndemnătură şi dojană. Cela ce grăieşte în limbă, pre sine se zidaşte; iară cela ce spune de-nţăles, 
besiareca zidiaşte.” Dosofei: Psaltirea slavo-romînă (1680) 
228 Ibid. 9, “Întru bucuria patriei şi întru lumina limbii rumîneşti, după aceste multe ale vremilor 
premeniri şi clătiri ale începătorilor cestor înpărăteşti şi lumeşti”. Octoihu (1744)   
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line of historiographers. In 1611 Grigore Ureche began his studies in Lemberg 

(Lvov), Poland, and after his return to Moldova he fulfilled different positions as high 

courtier. Towards the end of his life he wrote a historiography known as Letopişeţul 

Ţării Moldovei (1642-47) (Image 16), which is appreciated for its ingenious art of 

portrayal of the Moldovan suzerains and for its inventive narrative structure. Ureche 

plead for the independence from the Ottoman Turkish rule that – according to him – 

was possible only if Moldova became an ally of Poland. He was among the first 

“polofils” of Romanian historiography. One of his most frequently quoted lines refer 

to the origins of the Romanian language, which according to Ureche is the descendant 

of the Roman (Latin) language. Nevertheless, he gave examples that prove the 

influence of other languages of the neighbouring cultures: Slavic, Greek, Turkish, 

Polish, Serbian and French.229 The original version of the chronicle was lost, but 

circulated among the men of letters in some copies. Miron Costin (1633-1691), who 

also studied for twenty years in Poland, continued to write Ureche’s chronicle and he 

cherished the tradition of the Moldovan-Polish relations. He was the first to claim in 

Pentru numele moldovenilor şi a muntenilor … (For the name of Moldovans and 

Wallachians…) that there are historical evidences about the Roman descent of the 

Romanians. He based his argument partly on the kinship of language – as already 

mentioned in Ureche’s chronicle –, because – according to Miron Costin – the 

language is the best proof of a nation’s origin.230 On the other hand, he maintained 

that there were some historical evidences for the Roman origin of the Romanians 

living on the territory of Dacia in the ancient Roman chronicles written by Aeneas 

Silvius and others, who mentioned that the Moldovans living in upper Dacia and 

Wallachians, living in southern Dacia are in fact one and the same people231, and the 

                                                
229 Ibid. 45, “Măcar că de la Rîm ne tragem, şi cu ale lor cuvinte ni-s amestecate”. Grigore Ureche: 
“Pentru limba noastră moldovenească”, In. Letopişeţul Ţării Moldovei (1642-1647) 
230 Ibid. 45, “Înţălege-vii şi den capul care să vă scrie de graiul acestor ţări, că şi în limba iaste dovadă 
că în graiul nostru pînă astăzi sînt cuvintele unele lătineşti, altele itălieneşti.” Miron Costin: Pentru 
numele moldovvenilor şi muntenilor…  
231 Ibid. 46, “Un istoric, anume Enea Silvie, şi alţii pre urma şi pre cărarea lui, ai scris în istoria sa, cum 
moldovenii, ce lăcuiesc pe pămîntul Dachiei cei de sus, şi muntenii în Dachiia cea de gios, acest nume 
vlah să se trage de pe Fliac, hatmanul rîmnelesc. Şi aceasta părere a lui Enea, nu iaste de aiurea; numai 
au cetit nişte stihuri a unui dascal, anume Ovidius, pre care l-au trimis în urgie în Cetatea Albă, August 
chesariul Rîmului, pentru nişte scrisori în stihuri, ce-au fost scrise de dragoste, de să împulsă Rîmul de 
curvii, den scrisorile şi cîntecele lui. Acel Ovidius au scris cîteva cărţi în Cetatea Albă, fiind închis, 
urgisit, tot în stihuri, şi acolo ş-au sfîrşit şi viaţa. Prenumele lui iaste balta Vidovul la Cetatea Albă. 
Una din cărţile lui ce are nume de Pont, scrie la un priiatin al său la Rîmu, anume Greţin, aceste stihuri, 
precum le scriem aicea pre limba noastră, de pre lătinie: ‘Gheţii ţinea într-o vreme, acmu Flacus ţine, / 
Rîpa scump-a Dunării, el singur cu sine: / El a ţinut Misiia în pace, cu credinţă, / Pre Gheţii i-au scos de 
aicea el, cu biruinţă.’ Aşea însemnează aceste stihuri, pomenind pre acel Fliac, cărui numele la istoriile 
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word Wlach (Wallach) would be a variant of Fliac, a derivative from the mane of 

Fulvius Flaccus, consul of Rome in 264 BC. Nevertheless, he also mentioned some 

objections against this theory of Roman progeny.232 This work remained unfinished, 

but was transmitted to the next generation in twenty-nine manuscript copies and 

became a major point of departure for the scholars of the Şcoala Ardeleană. The next 

most important figure, who wrote a historiography about the Romanians, was 

Dimitrie Cantemir (1673-1723) (Image 17), the suzerain of Moldova appointed by the 

Turkish Porta in 1710. In spite of his education in Istanbul and his close relationship 

with the Ottomans, when he became the leader of Moldova he allied with the Russian 

Tsar Peter the Great, turned against the Turkish rule and placed Moldova under 

Russian suzerainty. However, his plans to completely liberate Moldova under the 

Ottomans failed, when the Russian army lost the battle of Stănileşti (1711) and 

Cantemir could not return to his homeland anymore. He died in 1723 in Russia, in 

Harkov (today Ukraine). Cantemir was not only an enlightened and learned 

statesman, but also an important man of letters, writer, the first Romanian to be 

elected among the members of the Academy of Berlin in 1714. He can be regarded 

the first Romanian musicologist, who besides publishing his compositions began to 

explore the musical world of the Balkans, and gave a detailed, scholarly description of 

the Ottoman religious and secular music in a book written in Turkish, Kitab-i-musiki, 

(The book of music), where he used modern notation to illustrate the influences and 

intersections between the Byzantine church music and the other traditions in the 

region. His main literary creation was the Descriptio Moldaviae (1714-1716), which 

he wrote in Latin while staying in Russia at the request of the Academy from Berlin. 

The book is a comprehensive geographic, politic and cultural depiction of Moldova, 

in which Cantemir also emphasised the Roman origin of the Romanian language, 

which would unite the Romanians living in Wallachia, Transylvania and Moldova.233    

Language as a medium of nation-building was a central issue in the oeuvre of 

the representatives of the Şcoala Ardeleană: Samuil Micu, Gheorghe Şincai, Petru 

                                                                                                                                       
Rîmului iaste fulvie Fliac, consul, precum să numiia pre acele vremi hătmăniile lor. Şi de aceste stihuri 
s-au legat întîi acela Enea Silvie, şi după dînsul şi alţii. Întru aciia aflu şi pre Ureche vornicul 
următoriu, să fie numele ţărălor acestora vlah, de pre numele acela a lui Fliac, hatmanul Rîmului.” 
Miron Costin: Pentru numele moldovenilor şi muntenilor…  
232 Ibid., Carion istoricul stă împotrivă, şi cu acela şi Topeltin de Mediaş, anume zic ‘că cei ce-au scris, 
cum numele vlah, acestui neam, moldovenilor şi muntenilor, îi de pe Fliac hatmanul, basne sînt’.” 
233 Ibid. 51, “Locuitorii din Valachia şi Transilvania vorbesc aceeaşi limbă ca a moldovenilor.” 
Dimitrie Cantemir: Descriptio Moldaviae (1714-1716) 



 145 

Maior, who – as it has already been mentioned in the previous section of this chapter 

– elaborated the linguistic and historical foundation of the discourse of the Daco-

Roman origin of the Romanians. Later the nineteenth-century literati like Heliade 

Rădulescu, Budai-Deleanu, Alecsandri, Negruzzi, Kogălniceanu and Bălcescu 

referred to the works of the Şcoala Ardeleană in their historiographies and grammars 

about the Latin source of the Romanians. By the 1840s these writers and thinkers 

discovered the importance of the public sphere, especially the effective role of the 

theatre in spreading the national idea. One of the most ardent advocates of the theatre 

was Iancu Văcărescu (1786-1863), a Wallachian boyar, member of the renowned 

Văcărescu family, the nephew of Ienăchiţă Văcărescu (1740-1794) the writer of the 

first Romanian grammar (1787), who wrote in the prologue of the first Romanian 

performance in Bucharest in 1819: “We gave you the theatre, guard it / As the home 

of the muses. /…/ Render the ornaments of our language / with Romanian words.”234 

Theatre as the medium of conveying, shaping, and even mocking the national 

consciousness was going to be explored by the next generations and most successfully 

accomplished by Ion Luca Caragiale (1852-1912). The artistic enthusiasm for the 

cultivation of the Romanian language and the creation and spreading the national 

consciousness and national identity of the Paşoptist period (pre 1848 period) was 

institutionalised and elevated to a scholarly level by the Romanian Academy of 

Sciences founded in 1866. 

                

V. Nationalism as interaction 

 

The awareness of the cultural potential of the language played a central role in 

shaping both the Hungarian and Romanian national identity. It were the intellectuals 

studying, working and living in big European cultural centres in East or West, who 

after getting acquainted with the most recent academic achievements and cultural 

trends went home and spread the ideas – consciously or unconsciously – started a 

movement that was followed by political actions. Even though the debate about the 

primacy of culture versus politics is actually not a useful undertaking, one cannot help 

but notice that the Marxist ideology about the economic and political base and 

                                                
234 Ibid. 13, “V-am dat teatrul, vi-l păziţi / Ca un lăcaş de muze; /…/ Podoabe limbii noastre daţi / Cu 
romîneşti cuvinte.” (Iancu Văcărescu) 
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cultural superstructure is simply not tenable either in the Romanian, or in the 

Hungarian case. It is obvious that intercultural and supranational ideas were those that 

influenced the creation of patterns of national consciousness. However, there is a 

difference between those nations that existed as a cultural-political entity for centuries 

and were present as a nation235 in the European cultural memory, or those that were 

remembered as a people, a folk, but did not have a secular institutionalised cultural 

life.  

The Romanian national consciousness developed relatively later compared to 

Hungary because of the rural social environment and the lack of secular cultural 

institutions. In the two Romanian principalities – Moldova and Wallachia – city 

burghers emerged only in the late nineteenth-century. Even around 1900, after 

urbanisation had been going on for at least twenty years, 81,2 % of the Romanians 

still lived in rural villages.236 In Romania all the educational and cultural institutions 

even in the second half the nineteenth century were the privileges of the boyars and 

the already existing very narrow intellectual strata. There were more illiterate people 

in 1900 in Romania than in 1500 in many parts of Western Europe. Romania could be 

compared in that time rather with Egypt or Turkey than with Central Europe.237 

In the absence of a bourgeoisie it was the Western oriented higher social class, 

the so-called boyars, that brought the ideas of modernisation and national 

consciousness into Romania. In Hungary and Transylvania238 a strong burgher 

stratum – consisting mainly of Hungarians and Germans – had already existed for 

centuries. In Hungary, about two million inhabitants (one in seven) lived in the 1840s 

in a total of 224 urban settlements that were either free royal boroughs or corporate 

towns that were not dependent on landlords.239 Nevertheless, many aristocratic 

families played a vital role in spreading the national idea. So in both countries – but 

especially in Romania – the nobility (the boyars in Romania) contributed substantially 

                                                
235 Even though this notion of the nation was different from the nineteenth-century nation concept. 
236 Boia, Lucian: Istorie şi mit în conştiinţa Românească, Bucureşti: Humanitas, 2006, 66 and Istoria 
României, (Eds. Mihai Bărbulescu, Denis Deletant, Keith Hitchins, Şerban Papacostea, Pompiliu 
Teodor), Bucureşti, Corint, 2005, 324.  
237 Drace-Francis, Alex: The Making of Modern Romanian Culture. Literacy and the Development of 
National Identity, London-New York: Tauris Academic Studies, 2006, 41. 
238 However, we have to note that about 1900 87,4% of the Romanian living in Transylvania were 
agricultural workers and inhabitants of rural settlements. The number of Romanian burghers was very 
low: in 1880 from all the Romanian inhabitants of Hungary only 3,4% lived in cities, and around 1910 
this number increases to 4,5%. In 1910 in the major Romanian cities the number of Romanian 
inhabitants was also scarce: Brasso (Braşov, Kronstadt) 28,7%, Nagyszeben (Sibiu, Hermanstadt) 
26,3% and Kolozsvár (Cluj, Klausenburg) 12,4%. (Istoria Românie, 334)  
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to the development of national institutions, since they had the privilege to travel and 

to spread the European current ideas at home. In both cases in the eighteenth century 

the German cultural influence was of major importance for the development of 

national consciousness. Because of Romania’s geopolitical situation and the long 

Ottoman or Russian suzerainty both the influences of the Balkan and Russia were 

determining factors for shaping the national identity. In the case of Hungary the 150 

years of Turkish occupation (until the liberation of Buda in 1686) and the subsequent 

partition of the country left a brake in the continuity evolution of the Western 

European civilisation. During this time Transylvania was the guardian of the 

Hungarian and Western culture. After 1686 the series of civil wars (the Rákóczy 

movements) and the constant opposition with the Habsburgs determined the political 

orientation of the national identity.  

However, culturally the Habsburg Empire was a cradle for the development of 

the Hungarian national consciousness. Vienna was an important cultural centre and 

later this function radiated to the regional centres like Buda or Prague. The Habsburg 

Empire – that in spite of its Spanish and French heritage was associated with Austria 

– became an important world power by the eighteenth century. It was called “Felix 

Austria” (happy Austria) because its expansion was mainly due to affluent marriages 

than to wars. As it happened, these marriages did not always mean “a happy ever 

after”. The autocratic absolutist monarchy of Maria Theresa and the enlightened but 

still absolutist rule of Joseph II could not completely dominate their partners and 

subjects. The happiness of the “Austrian marriages” and the peaceful symbiosis of the 

different peoples in the empire was more a superficial appearance than a reality. For 

the sake of the empire’s future the Viennese government tried to control the regional 

and local tensions with a  “divide et impera” policy, which eventually led to its fall. 

The urban centres of the peripheries like Buda, Pozsony (Bratislava), or Kolozsvár 

(Cluj) had more and more influence in the region. By following and adapting the 

general European trends to the local culture these regional centres actually 

strengthened the position of the local culture. In the nineteenth century, in the age of 

the political instrumentalisation of culture, culture became the most important factor 

in shaping national identity and transforming patriotism into nationalism. Social and 

political problems became to be regarded more and more emphatically as national 

                                                                                                                                       
239 A Concise History of Hungary, (Ed. István György Tóth), Budapest, Corvina-Osiris, 2005, 353. 
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issues. Dormant cultural memories was revived, reactivated, re-circulated and 

transformed according to the new circumstances. The nineteenth-century nation-

building process in Europe was anything but organic, authentic or pure. Instead it was 

a typically European international entangled process that nevertheless, made use of 

the recurrent patterns of the existing ethnic, local, and – in some cases – national 

cultural memory.   

Nationalism theories usually disregard the idiosyncrasy of nations and 

countries. Undoubtedly, it is not realistic to expect from a theory to take into 

consideration every particular case with all its various aspects. However, to apply 

general theories on individual case studies might be in many cases misleading. 

History and culture cannot be modelled the same way as sociological trends like 

population growth or migration. Comprehensive cultural theories could give us a 

methodological background, but in a different way than social models. Historical 

topics need “thick description” in order to draw general conclusions in the end. 

Comparing individual cases could be eye opening and relevant, but applying general 

theories on a certain historical context might strangle the historical reality of a 

particular case. History is characterised by the complexity of several factors: social 

developments, political thought and cultural embedment. These factors can be studied 

separately, but the changes in their specific system, the “paradigm shifts”, cannot be 

limited only to one system, because usually every change is due to the interplay of 

several factors of several systems.  

In the last decades historians pointed out that conventional history writing 

restricts its perspective to a narrow social strata, while the life story and history of 

those who did not belong to the mainstream discourse is either depicted within a 

subordinate relation, or completely neglected. In reality there are always more 

discourses in play at a certain time. To limit official history writing to only one, and to 

present this as the one is misleading. Instead of writing one teleological narrative is 

more fruitful to approach history as a network of complex inter-cultural, inter-

disciplinary loops. The Habsburg Empire was governed from Vienna, in the centre, 

but decisive happenings actually occurred in the peripheries. Therefore when 

analysing either the imperial identity or national consciousness, the peripheries should 

deserve more attention. In spite of the undeniable role of the big cosmopolitan urban 

centres, European history cannot be reduced to them; neither can it be reduced to the 
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controlling politics of the great powers. Wars often broke out on the peripheries that 

always fulfilled the role of carriers of culture and conflict.      

History cannot be restricted to the chronicle of wars, the birth and fall of 

empires or to the story of succeeding rulers. Everyday cultural patterns characterise 

more deeply the life of a community than the changing political systems. Politics 

always explored, appropriated and used for its own purpose the cultural elements of a 

community, because this proved to be one of the most direct ways to influence people. 

Therefore to understand the cultural practices of a certain community means to get an 

insight into political, social changes, too. The differences and similarities between 

certain communities could not be understood without paying attention to the 

particularities of their cultural practices. Therefore the dynamism and cross-cultural 

characteristics of nationalism should be taken seriously. National consciousness 

should be seen as an ever-changing historical force that becomes relevant or fades 

away, is preserved or transmitted in relation to other factors that shape history. It can 

be best understood if studied within the dynamic network of particular cases set in a 

larger comparative perspective. Therefore nationalism should be analysed as a form of 

epistemic system created by the interaction between local and global, particular and 

universal, regional and cross-cultural movements. On the one hand nationalism as a 

trend is always transnational, on the other hand the development of the national 

consciousness of a specific cultural community is always individual, and should be 

analysed as such, keeping in mind however, that it is part of a larger international, 

historical framework.  
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Chapter Six 

 

The Role of the Theatre in Shaping the National Imagination 
  

“The play's the thing / Wherein I'll 
catch the conscience of the king.” 
(William Shakespeare)240  

  

I. The initial stages  
 

When professional theatre playing was emerging in Hungary, the country was 

part of the Habsburg Empire, a huge complex territory that incorporated many 

different ethnic groups. The Habsburgs ruled over the greatest part of Northern Italy, 

Croatia, Hungary, Transylvania, Czech Republic, and a part of Poland, Galicia. These 

territories had one factor in common: the Habsburg government. The rest was 

characterised by different languages, cultures and histories. It was not a harmonious 

symbiosis: the ethnic groups disliked only each other more than they hated the 

Habsburgs. Instead of fostering peace among the people of the empire, the Habsburgs 

followed the policy of “Divide et impera!”, which finally led to their fall.  

However, this co-existence of cultures had its advantage, too, even though it 

was neither recognised, nor appreciated by most of the people at that time. The simple 

fact that they were bound together contributed to cultural competition between the 

intellectuals and state officials of different nationalities. They borrowed ideas and 

modes of implementation from each other, even in the case of nation-building policy. 

Romanian intellectuals, for example, printed their theories concerning Romanian 

national consciousness in Hungary.241 Jan Kollár, one of the founding fathers of 

Czech nationalism, was cleric in a Lutheran church in the centre of Pest. Education, 

cultural taste and institutional system intertwined. The absolute heart of the empire 

was Vienna. But when Emperor Joseph II moved the council of the governing body 

from the more peripheral Pozsony (Bratislava) to Buda in 1783, Hungary also became 

an intellectual centre of the Monarchy.  

                                                
240 Shakespeare, William: Hamlet, Act2, scene2. 
241 The Supplex Libellus Valachorum (1791) was a request for the recognition of the Romanians as a 
"fourth" nation coequal with the predominately Hungarian nobility, the Saxon patricians, and the once-
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All these state officials and clerks needed a form of entertainment, so the 

emperor himself fostered the idea to build a theatre in Buda.242 The first company 

played in the Reischl-house, a small wooden theatre situated along the bank of the 

Danube and named after its carpenter builder, Gaspar Reischl. In 1787, an old 

Karmelite Church in the Buda Castle was transformed into a proper theatre for 1200 

visitors. This Várszínház (Castle Theatre) originally played in German, but Hungarian 

actors could also give occasional performances in the building. Between 1833 and 

1837 the most popular travelling theatre-company of Pozsony rented it for a symbolic 

sum of 1 Forint. They became constituted the core of the Hungarian Theatre of Pest, 

which was placed under state patronage and re-named National Theatre in 1840.243 

Since 1774 there was also an active German theatre in Pest, in an old bastion building 

called Rondella on the banks of the Danube. When in 1812 the German company 

moved to a new, modern theatre with a capacity for 3500 persons in the heart of Pest, 

the Rondella started to host temporarily Hungarian players as well. The huge German 

Theatre completely burned down in 1847 and was never rebuilt. 

The repertory and the plays were censored. Though the Austrian “Big-

Brother” never ceased to watch the cultural life of Buda and Pest, during the relative 

freedom accorded to the Hungarian theatres and intellectuals by the enlightened 

emperor, Joseph II, original Hungarian drama writing, translations and theatre life 

burgeoned. The most popular playwrights on both German and Hungarian stages of 

Pest and Buda were Shakespeare, Schiller, Molière and Corneille, and the two 

favourites of the public, the Austrian dramatists, August Kotzebue (1761-1819) and 

Franz Grillparzer (1791-1872).244  

                                                                                                                                       
powerful Székelys in Transylvania. Joseph's successor, Leopold II, rejected it, in part, due to the 
excesses of the 1784 rebellion of Horea. The pamphlet was published at the university press in Buda.   
242 Joseph II is considered to be one of the most culture loving emperors among the Habsburgs. He 
established the Hof- und Nationaltheater (Burgtheater) in Vienna in 1776. According to the renowned 
historian of theatre Joseph Gregor, ––the most important act in the history of modern Austria was that 
Joseph II founded the National Theater in Vienna and, after dismissing the French theatre company 
from the Michaelerplatz, he invited and sponsored German players. He also compiled a set of rules for 
the country’s German language theatre, advocated a German repertory, sent one of his trustees to 
search for the best actors of the country for the emperor’s German theatre, and set an example for the 
other people of the Monarchy. Hungarians, Czechs and other nationalities also started to think of 
establishing institutions that could cultivate their mother tongue. In this way theatre, as a national 
forum, suddenly became important (Geschichte des österreichischen Theaters. Von seinen Ursprüngen 
bis zum Ende der ersten Republik, Wien: Donau Verl., 1948 ). 
243 Magyar Színházművészeti Lexikon, Ed. Székely György, Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1994.  
244 Magyar színháztörténet 1790-1873, Eds. Székely György and Kerényi Ferenc, Budapest: Akadémiai 
Kiadó, 1990, 35-42.   
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French and German drama dominated European stages at the end of the 

eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century. The French drama concept was 

considered to be more mechanical with its classical unity of time, place and action, 

while German drama followed Shakespeare and was based on the concept of 

organicism. The idea of organicity was borrowed from biology and was transported to 

the field of culture and worked out by Goethe and Herder. August Wilhelm Schlegel 

in his Vorlesungen über dramatische Kunst und Litteratur (1809-1811), Ludwig 

Tieck in Dramaturgische Blätter (1826) promoted the idea of organicism in culture. 

Gradually this German drama concept and the idea of German Romanticism became 

the strongest aesthetic ideology all over Europe. Through this influence Shakespeare 

became the absolute favourite playwright. Already Lessing mentioned in his series of 

essays, Hamburg Dramaturgy (1767-69) that organicism is to be traced to the works 

of Shakespeare. He compared Shakespeare’s style to creation by nature. This is why, 

according to the romantics, creation had to be original, accomplished by a genius, and 

not mechanical. The concept of organicism exemplifies a dynamic and complex 

relationship to the world, as opposed to the mechanical world-view of classicism. The 

reconciliation of French and German conflict was not helped by the ongoing 

Napoleonic Wars, which led to the occupation of Berlin by Napoleon in 1806. 

Aesthetic considerations therefore took a more and more patriotic tone. As one of the 

leading figures of the German theatre of that time, Adam Müller, remarks: the place 

of the theatre is between the “church and the market”.245 

Hungarian theorist appropriated this German ideology. However, they gave 

little attention to the individuals’ relation to the universe or the relation of drama to a 

philosophical world-view. Instead, they stressed the importance of more practical 

issues such as the moral effect of the theatre, the development of a national-

consciousness, the cultivation of the mother tongue and the dissemination of 

Hungarian culture to all social strata. Gábor Döbrentei (1785-1851), editor of the 

influential Transylvanian periodical Erdélyi Múzeum (1814-1818) and co-director 

later of the Hungarian theatre company in Buda Castle,246 claimed, “Hungarians 

should have dramas shaped by and tailored to their own character.”247 Besides 

                                                
245 Müller, Adam Heinrich: “Vorlesungen über die deutsche Wissenschaft und Literatur. Gehalten zu 
Dresden im Winter 1806“, In: Kritische, ästhetische und philosophische Schriften, Berlin: Schroeder 
und Werner Siebert, 1967, 11-137.  
246 The other director was the Hungarian prose writer András Fáy (1786-1864).  
247 Magyar színháztörténet 1790-1873, 241. 
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historical, philosophical and aesthetic considerations, Hungarian theatre gradually 

came to focus on morality and national education.  

 

II. Hungarian Theatre Life – School Theatres, Castle Theatres, Public 

Theatres 

 

The origins of Hungarian drama are to be found in the theatre playing at Jesuit 

schools248 and in the performances given at the various aristocratic theatres. Literary 

historians usually date the beginning of the Hungarian Enlightenment with the 

appearance of Ágis tragédiája (The Tragedy of Prince Agis) in 1772 by György 

Bessenyei (1747-1811), poet, personal guard and court librarian of Empress Maria 

Theresa. Literary journals and newspapers started to appear in Hungary after 1780, 

and also contributed to the drama translation movement as well as the writing of 

original Hungarian plays. The absolute favourite dramatist of the school theatres was 

Metastasio (1698-1782), who from 1730 settled in Vienna and became the most 

popular playwright and opera librettist of the age in Europe.  

 

II. 1 School theatres 

 

After the completion of the Synod of Trident in 1563, the Catholic Church 

sought to gain influence all over Europe. Education, mainly in the hands of the 

Jesuits, was a key field of the anti-Reformation movement. Acting was considered a 

suitable practice of public speech, therefore a proper exercise for the students. The 

Jesuit order was involved in Hungarian educational system for about two hundred 

years, from 1561 till 1773. During this time they founded 44 schools all over the 

country and performed some 4000 plays.249 The students of the Jesuit schools 

belonged mainly to the nobility, while other orders, such as the Piarists, the Minorite 

church and the Franciscans educated pupils mainly from the other, lower, social 

                                                
248 In 1773 the Jesuit order owned 41 high-schools (gymnasium) and 7 monasteries on the territory of 
Hungary. In 1782, Joseph II, abolished church orders in the monarchy. The scattered monk-writers and 
teachers continued to work for the cause of the Hungarian theatre and literature in general. Just to 
mention some important names: András Dugonics’s Etelka (1788) became a best seller during the 
nineteenth century. Dugonics and the poet and music theorist Ferenc Verseghy (1757-1822) were also 
among the representatives of the Hungarian theatre- and drama translation movement. (See Magyar 
színháztörténet 1790-1873, 44-45.) 
249 Magyar színháztörténet 1790-1873, 22. 
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strata. These other schools were founded in the seventeenth century and were, 

therefore, able to incorporate the new trends of Hungarian theatre life. Piarist schools 

started to translate and play in Hungarian language on the stage much earlier than the 

Jesuit ones, which clung to Latin, a sign of aristocratic education. The social 

differences among the students were visible not only in the difference between the 

sophisticated stages of the Jesuit theatres and the modest scenes of the Piarists, but 

also in the elitist choices of the Jesuit schools, and the mainly folk-like, para-liturgical 

dramas played by the Piarist students. One of the first theatre stages in Pest was set up 

in a Piarist school in 1718. School theatres spread all over the country and they 

became popular also outside schools. The Jesuits popularised Metastasio because his 

plays easily conformed to the religious spirit of the Catholic schools: they involved 

many characters and were suitable for both educational and devotional purposes. 

More and more plays written in Hungarian enriched the Jesuit repertories and 

generated a need for professional players. 

 

II. 2 Castle Theatres 

 

Castle theatres also contributed to the development of Hungarian theatre life, 

even though they had a small private audience and hosted German, French and Italian 

companies. The example they followed was the theatre culture of the eighteenth-

century French aristocracy. The plays were performed occasionally for the 

entertainment of the castle owners and their guests. The players were mostly family 

members, but they could also involve the servants’ crew. In castles where theatre 

playing became a stable long-term entertainment, professional acting companies were 

hired. German theatre players and Italian opera singers came for longer periods to 

Hungary, and when the aristocratic families temporarily left the castle, the company 

entertained the burgher public of the nearby cities.  

The first castle theatre performance dates from 1746, and took place on the 

estate of the royal family in Holics. Lotharingian servants performed Molière’s 

comedy  Les facheux for the royal family that was enjoying a vacation in the castle. 

The most famous Hungarian castle theatres were in Kismarton (Eisenstadt) and in 

Eszterháza at the residence of the Esterházy family. The first record about the theatre 

in Kismarton dates from 1749: an Italian artist, Giuseppe Quaglio, was hired to 

contribute to the theatre’s design. The castle became mainly famous for its flourishing 
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musical life,250 which was enhanced by the presence of Joseph Haydn. One of the 

most exceptional events in the history of entertainment at the Esterházys’ castle was 

the visit of Empress Maria Theresa in 1773. The program was followed by dance and 

music of more than a thousand Hungarian peasants.  

The general European interest in Hungarian culture and the popularity of the 

“exotic” Hungarian music in the eighteenth and nineteenth century could also be 

reinforced by this visit of Maria Theresa. She arrived at the Esterházy estate with 

many courtiers and Austrian state officials who were impressed not only by their truly 

royal reception, but also by the Hungarian folk culture. Beethoven composed his C 

Major Mass (1807) for Eszterháza, and Miklós Esterházy II was the first to appreciate 

the talent of Franz Liszt, whose grandfather was also in the service of Esterházys as 

an organist.251 

The Brunswick family also had theatres built in their castles in Alsókorompa, 

Buda and Martonvásár. In the Martonvásár castle Beethoven spent a few days at the 

invitation of his friend, count Ferenc, who was a renowned violinist. Beethoven 

dedicated to him his piano sonata in F Minor, op.57, the Appassionata.252 The Pálffy, 

Grassalkovich, Erdődy, Ráday, Károlyi and Festetich families also owned remarkable 

castle theatres. We have to mention the Catholic bishop of Nagyvárad, Ádám 

Patachich (1717-1784), who built in Nagyvárad (Oradea, Grosswardein) an 

impressive theatre that was mainly used as opera house. He hired such renowned 

musicians as Michael Haydn (1737-1806), the younger brother of Joseph, and Carl 

Ditters von Dittersdorf (1739-1799).  

 

 

 

 

                                                
250 One of the Esterházy counts, the governor Pál Esterházy (1635-1713), a composer of the highest 
degree, published in 1711 his musical cycle Harmonia Coelestis. The theatre life of the castle started to 
develop on a high artistic level during his life. Being educated by the Jesuits, count Pál Esterházy 
considered both drama theatre and opera as important forms of entertainment, so he also encouraged 
musical theatre life in the castle. Joseph Haydn was hired as the second kappelmeister of his castle. Pál 
Esterházy started to build a new theatre, which was opened in 1762 by his son, Miklós Esterházy the 
“Glorious”. The new and very modern theatre was celebrated with fireworks and four Haydn operas. 
The opera section started to function officially in 1769. Many renowned European singers and opera 
companies followed each other on the stage. The only stable person was the faithful servant of the 
Esterházy family, Joseph Haydn.  
251 Dobszay, László: Magyar Zenetörténet, Budapest: Planétás, 1998, 218. 
252 Ibid. 219. 
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II. 3 From travelling players to the Hungarian National Theatre (1790-1840) 

 

Hungarian theatre players developed their skills under the influence of 

Austrian travelling players, who started to build theatres in the eighteenth century in 

Sopron, Pest, Pozsony, Buda, Brassó, Győr, and elsewhere. The most important 

German theatre initiated by Joseph II was built Pest in 1812, and had a huge capacity 

of 3500 places. Professional theatre in Hungarian language was born under the rule of 

Joseph II, even though he promoted German as official language of the Empire. 

Nevertheless, the ideas of the Enlightenment, the general intellectual sphere within 

the Habsburg-Empire as well as the favourable and looser censorship contributed to 

the thriving Hungarian drama literature. The first Hungarian public theatre 

performance was given in 1784 in Buda, in the small wooden Reischl-theatre. The 

first regular Hungarian theatre company gave performance between 1790 and 1796. 

Next to Pest and Buda, a permanent Hungarian theatre company began perform in 

Kolozsvár. From 1812, with the opening of the new German Theatre of Pest, the old 

building, called Rondella, became empty. This is the place where later many 

Hungarian actors started their career. Among them was József Katona, whose drama 

Bánk bán (1819) was the main inspiration for Béni Egressy’s libretto for Erkel’s 

opera, Bánk bán (1861). By 1814, Hungarian companies could not afford the high rent 

of the Rondella and their actors scattered all over the country. 

 

III. Translations and transpositions  

 

The major figure of the drama translation movement in Hungary was the 

writer, linguist and poet, Ferenc Kazinczy (1759-1831). He wanted to renew the 

Hungarian language and establish a modern literary culture in the country. His 

ambition of renewing the language went hand in hand with the idea that original 

literature written in Hungarian should come about by imitating the more developed 

literatures, such as French or German. Hungarian writers should polish their style 

through imitation in order to produce later Hungarian works. Hungarian writers 

understood the terms translation and imitation in a broad sense. They did not merely 

translate the texts of the foreign dramas, but they also adapted the settings, the 

characters and the situations to Hungarian conditions, while retaining the basic plot. 
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They Magyarised the foreign plays in order to make them appealing to an average 

Hungarian theatre-goer. 

György Bessenyei’s first drama in print was a tragedy entitled Hunyadi László 

Tragédiája (Vienna, 1772). The Hunyadi-topic became so popular that during the 

Hungarian reform movement in the next century Erkel composed his famous Hunyadi 

László (1844), an opera that was almost immediately recognised as national. 

Bessenyei explored in Hunyadi László, as well as in Ágis, the theme of power and 

politics. Both plays oppose absolutism and tyranny to a more democratic rule based 

on a feudal constitution (rendiség), which, according to the language use of the time, 

was synonymous with the nation.253 Bessenyei’s notion of nationalism and nation did 

not include the “people”, the “demos”, of the country, only the nobility. He dedicated 

his drama, Ágis to Maria Theresa, suggesting the necessity of a contract between the 

empress and the Hungarian nation. Both dramas contain a character who initiates 

conflict between the people and the ruler. The king is originally not wicked, but the 

evil figure, the intriguer, disturbs with manoeuvrings the peaceful relation between 

the king or queen and the nation. This became a popular dramatic figure throughout 

nineteenth-century Hungarian literature as we shall see in Chapter Seven.  

Inspired by Bessenyei’s tragedy in 1792, János Lakos (1774-1843), a young 

man from the Lutheran Lyceum in Sopron, who later became member of the 

Hungarian Academy, wrote another Hunyadi László drama. It was first performed in 

Sopron, two years later in the theatres of Pest and Buda.254 The series of Hunyadi-

dramas was continued by the poet László Szentjóbi Szabó (1767-1795), who died in 

Kufstein, the dreaded jail of the Habsurgs. Szentjóbi Szabó’s play Mátyás király 

(1791) also explored the theme of the power, but under the pressure of the censor he 

had to omit every passage that could offend the Habsburg dynasty. The drama ends, 

therefore, with a scene of forgiveness: Mátyás Hunyadi (1443-1490), the legendary 

Hungarian king and younger brother of László, forgives the king for the cruel 

execution of his brother.  

Because of the popularity of the Hunyadi-theme, German actors also played a 

Hunyadi-drama entitled Die Hunyadische Familie (1792), written by Peter Simon 

Weber, a German typographer born in Transylvania’s Nagyszeben and owner of a 

                                                
253 See Kosáry, Domokos: Újjáépítés és Polgárosodás 1711-1867, Budapest: Háttér, 1990, 218; Szűcs, 
Jenő: Nemzet és történelem, Budapest: Gondolat, 1984, 30-33 and Bíró, Ferenc: A felvilágosodás 
korának magyar irodalma, Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 1995, 136. 
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press in Pozsony from 1789 till 1795. According to the reviews, the German actors 

wore “old Hungarian costumes”255 to attract Hungarian audience to the theatre, since 

the traditional dress was a symbol of the nation. The success was just as impressive as 

they expected. Later in the nineteenth century, Lőrinc Tóth’s (1814-1903) A két 

László (1839) was also successfully performed several times. It became the source of 

Béni Egressy’s libretto for Erkel’s Hunyadi László. The sustained popularity of 

Hunyadi dramas, the persistent theme of power-conspiracy, as well as the ever-rising 

feeling of nationalism formed a steady ground for the emergence of national operas. 

 

IV. Operatic practice in Hungary before Erkel 

 

Hungarian opera grew out of a theatrical practice. It was fostered first by 

travelling player groups, who were on an amateur level able to perform even grand 

operas. Opera was so intertwined with prose theatre, that the importance of the Erkel-

operas, the role they fulfilled in the national movement and in the semantic system of 

the national culture is hardly understandable without it. Opera in Hungary did not 

follow the development of opera in Italy or France. Neither was it so widely popular 

as in Germany, Austria or England, where Italian and French companies continuously 

performed a repertoire from Monteverdi to Scarlatti, from Lully to Grétry. Opera was 

imported into Hungary in the late eighteenth century for a very limited audience in the 

aristocratic castle theatres. The time lag resulted from the hundred-fifty years of 

Turkish occupation and the subsequent wars of independence, which prevented an 

intensive cultivation of the arts. There was however, a significant subversive oral 

musical and literary culture around the so-called kuruc songs, which later became one 

of the most important sources of national canon-building. 

The example for the eighteenth-century Hungarian high art was the Viennese 

culture. Under the rule of Maria Theresa, French opera and French customs were 

introduced and made fashionable by her Lotharingian husband, Francis I. The 

Hungarian aristocracy followed at that time the slogan “our blood and life for the 

queen”, and remained loyal to the Habsburgs in war, peace, and modes of 

entertainment.  

                                                                                                                                       
254 Magyar színháztörténet 1790-1873, 47. 
255 Ibid. 74. 
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Eighteenth-century aristocratic culture was international. The same opera 

companies toured in European castles, and the same theatre players entertained the 

guests of the noblemen. They differed only by their preference for French or Italian 

style, but usually they were familiar with both. As already mentioned, the Esterházys 

owned the most famous theatre. The first record of opera performances in Hungary 

refers to the inauguration of duke Miklós Esterházy II, at which an Italian opera 

company performed a range of short opera buffas by Haydn: La marchesa, Nespola, 

La vedova, Il dottore, Il Sganarello. 256.  

In 1768 a new theatre was opened in Eszterháza – another Esterházy estate, in 

the village of Süttör – also with a Haydn opera, Lo speziale. The so-called “music 

house” of Eszterháza, from the same year, was built as a home and concert hall for 

Haydn and his orchestra. The theatre in Eszterháza was one of the most modern 

theatre buildings of its age, with a “Winkelramenbühne“, which could effect a 

complete scene change within thirty seconds.257 

After Miklós Esterházy’s death in 1790 his successor, duke Antal, dismissed 

the opera company and the orchestra. His son, Miklós Esterházy II, reopened the old 

theatre in Kismarton. He had the building renovated with two stages, one of which 

served for regular opera performances. In 1804, the opera company presented 

Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte, in 1805 Die Entführung aus dem Serail. By that time 

Johann Nepomuk Hummel had already replaced Joseph Haydn. The end of opera and 

theatre playing was brought about by the Napoleonic wars. In 1813 Miklós Esterházy 

II had to disband his theatre company and the actors tried to play at one of countries 

public theatres in the country.  

In the castle of the Erdődy family the first records of opera playing dates 

according to their Theateralmanach auf das Jahr 1787 from 1787258. Mozart’s 

Entführung was performed in 1785, three years after its premiere in the Burgtheater, 

just as Paisello’s König Theodor in Venedig was played nine month after its Vienna 

permiere. 

The first public opera performance was given in Pest in 1774 at the Rondella, 

where the German actors continuously played Singspiels and ballet. According to a 

                                                
256 A Budapesti Operaház 100 Éve, (ed. Staud, Géza), Budapest: Zeneműkiadó, 1984, 8. 
257 Ibid. 9. 
258 Ibid. 12. 
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program book, in 1783 58 of the 274 plays were ballets, and they were performed 134 

times. 

After Joseph II transferred certain governing bodies of the Empire to Buda, 

opera performances at the Buda Castle Theatre became more and more frequent. The 

first opera was Salieri‘s Die Schule der Eifersüchtigen from 1784. The big favourite 

was Mozart’s Entführung, which was performed in 1788 for the first time, and 

remained popular all through the history of the German Theatre. Even though wealthy 

German burgers formed the majority of the public in Pest and Buda the Hungarian 

nobility also visited these theatres. The situation did not change when the new 

German Theatre was built in 1812 in Pest or after 1837, when the Hungarian Theatre 

of Pest was opened. Franz I, the successor of the enlightened Emperor Joseph II, 

reinstalled censorship. After 1793 only those plays were allowed on the Hungarian 

stages that had at least twice performances at one of the theatres in Vienna. Of course 

this order implicated that Hungarian theatres were completely dependent on the 

Viennese cultural politics. 

Among Hungarian travelling theatres, the first opera performance dates from 

1793: Philip Hafner’s Singspiel Prinz Schnudi und Evakathel was played in 

Hungarian under the title Pikko hertzeg és Jutka Perzsi by László Kelemen’s theatre 

company. Its music was composed by József Chudy (1753-1813), the conductor of the 

Erdődy family. In the early nineteenth-century, the most important centre for public 

opera was Kolozsvár (Cluj, Klausenburg). The actor and theatre director János Kótsi 

Patkó (1763-1842) also translated, or better adapted, plays for the theatre and opera. 

These translations were in most cases adaptations: the settings and the characters were 

transposed in Hungarian context, they were given Hungarian names, and sometimes 

they were re-written in a way to raise the interest of the Hungarian public. Another 

characteristic was that French and Italian plays were not translated from the original 

but from German, because this was easier and, besides, only a few people spoke other 

languages. The opera repertoire Kolozsvár was initially the same as elsewhere in the 

country, but when Hungarian theatre playing became regular opera developed into an 

independent section of the playhouse, sooner than in Pest. The first opera performed 

in Kolozsvár was Lindor and Ismene (1794); its librettist and composer are 

unknown.259 Kolozsvár’s first Hungarian stone theatre was opened in 1821, and 

                                                
259 Ibid. 26. 
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became an important forum for the development of Hungarian public opera culture 

and concert life. In 1823 Déryné, the leading actress of the age, signed a contract with 

the theatre in Kolozsvár, and this had an invigorating effect on theatre life in general. 

Déryné sang opera as well, and she knew an impressive repertoire by heart.260 The 

directors of the German theatres companies knew of Déryné’s talent and wanted to 

hire her, but she insisted on playing with a Hungarian company in Hungarian.261  

Ferenc Erkel, who was a music teacher at that time in Kolozsvár, got 

acquainted with opera there. Later he became the conductor of the opera company, 

which had to leave the city and move to Pest in 1827 when the theatre in Kolozsvár 

declared bankruptcy. Every month a new opera was presented on the Kolozsvár stage, 

which meant that Déryné, though she had a few prose roles, had to specialise in opera 

singing. In 1822 she played the main role of József Ruzitska’s Béla futása (Béla’s 

flight), János Kótsi Patkó’s adaptation of Kotzebue’s Belas Flucht. Since the libretto 

and its language, as well as the music with its verbunkos themes were Hungarian, 

Béla futása is considered to be the first national opera. When the Hungarian Theatre 

of Pest opened in 1837, several musical pieces were also performed to demonstrate 

that this theatre will welcome operas. However, the opera history of the Hungarian 

(from 1840: National) Theatre was full of intrigues and disturbances, which 

eventually led to the long polemics known as opera war. 

 

V. Hungarian theatre and its ideological context 

 

When the managers and the artistic directors of the first Hungarian theatre 

company, Pál Ráday (1768-1827) and László Kelemen (1762-1814), wrote a petition 

to Leopold II and the governing council, they expressed two different views about the 

function of the theatre. Ráday supported the idea of a “moral theatre”, which could 

educate the theatre-goer citizens, while Kelemen wanted a “patriotic” theatre, which 

should stage “plays about the history of our country”.262 However, Leopold II would 

                                                
260 She sang Rossini’s The Barber of Seville, Tancredi, The Italian Girl in Algiers, Semiramis, The 
theaving Magpie, than Joseph and his Brothers by Étienne Méhul (1763-1817), Agnes Sorel composed 
by the Czech musician Adalbert Gyrowetz (1763-1850), Grétry’s Raoul, Barbe-bleue, Weber’s Der 
Freischütz, Luigi Cherubini’s Water Carrier, a very popular Singspiel by Jospeh Weigl (1766-1846), 
the composer of Esterházy’s family, Die Schweizer Familie, Francois Adrien Boieldieu’s (1775-1834) 
Jean de Paris and last but not least the favourites by Mozart, Die Zauberflöte and Don Juan. 
261 Ibid. 28. 
262 Magyar színháztörténet 1790-1873, 61. 
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not allow a patriotic Hungarian theatre. In order to back the cause of a Hungarian 

theatre, they had to gain the support of the Hungarian nobility. All this happened at a 

moment, when the nobility became more interested in national ideas. The interest of 

Hungarian nobility, the progress of the national thought and the slowly developing 

concept of nation intertwined. To ask the Hungarian nobility to help sustain 

Hungarian theatre, meant, therefore, a plea to support the development of national 

consciousness via the theatre.  

Nation and language became crucial during the Hungarian nationalist 

movement. The language revival initiated by Kazinczy, the gradually emerging 

translation movement, as well as the aspirations for establishing an original Hungarian 

literary culture and building a Hungarian theatre all involved cultivating the national 

language. The idea of Hungarian national music emerged later, and became, next to 

language, one of the most important symbols of national consciousness. When count 

István Széchenyi (1791-1860) offered in 1825 an impressive portion of his yearly 

income for founding the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, his main aim was to “help 

cultivating the Hungarian language”. In 1827 this goal of cultivating the national 

language was included in the law that established the Academy. It was officially 

opened in 1831, after the King and Emperor accepted its statute. More and more 

literary journals came to embrace the cause of the Hungarian language.  

At the diet of 1825 in Pozsony the triad “church-theatre-school” was named as 

support for cultivating the mother tongue. This way, György Bessenyei’s program 

from the pamphlet Magyarság (1778) became a legal issue as well as an idea that 

should bind together all the social strata from aristocracy to the serfs, from the 

burghers to village intellectuals. Language, supported by all cultural institutions, 

became the national symbol of the age.  

However, the liberals, conservatives and radicals did not agree about the 

theatre and about the function of language and literacy in the nation-building 

processes.263 The liberals pursued a theatre that educated and furthered the cause of 

Hungarian language and of an independent, original Hungarian literary culture. The 

most important representatives of this movement were the Romantic poet, Mihály 

Vörösmarty (1800-1855), the literary critic and theatre director József Bajza (1804-

1858) and Ferenc Toldy. The conservatives asked for an entertaining theatre. They did 

                                                
263 Ibid. 260.  
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not want a “Burgtheater” in Pest because the times would not favour such a proposal. 

Nevertheless, they took every occasion and forum to attack the liberals. One of their 

most ardent representatives was János Munkácsy (1802-1841), a successful 

playwright and editor of a literary journal, but as it turned out later also an agent of 

the Austrian secret service.264 The radicals were actors and writers who left the liberal 

camp and became members of the Young Hungary under the leadership of Gábor 

Kazinczy (1818-1864).  Their views about the role of theatre could be summed up in 

one word: propaganda. They wanted to use literature and theatre for political purposes 

in order to appeal to the national feeling of the public. It was this group that canonised 

József Katona’s play Bánk bán. 

 

VI. Opera War (1837-1844) 

 

It is symbolic that the opening day of the National Theatre on August 8, 1840 

coincided with the premiere of Erkel’s opera Báthory Mária.265 While prose works 

dominated the old Hungarian Theatre of Pest, opera became the favourite genre in the 

new National Theatre. The period of the reform movement (1830-1848) and the 

general disposition of nineteenth-century Europe were unquestionably in favour of the 

opera, though it was not explicitly considered a national art. However, the verdict of 

the public was: we must have more music in the theatre.  

By the end of the reform movement, everything staged at the National Theatre 

was either opera or a melodrama with longer or shorter musical interludes.266 Opera 

did not need official pamphlets and pleadings: it emerged as the most popular genre in 

a totally democratic way. Most of the audience wanted opera and supported opera. By 

March 15, 1848, at the eve of the Hungarian revolution and war of independence, all 

theatres resounded with melodies from Erkel’s opera Hunyadi László. 

Nevertheless, some Hungarian intellectuals did not favour the opera, and tried 

to set it against prose theatre; the former was in their view a foreign entertainment, 

whereas the latter a national art in the service of national consciousness. The defence 

of opera reached its climax in 1842, when a group of “offended opera-loving citizens” 

sent a petition to the king, without first discussing it with the local governing body. 

                                                
264 Ibid. 261. 
265 Magyar színháztörténet 1790-1873, 286. 
266 Ibid. 324. 
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They accused the radicals, the liberals and members of the Hungarian Academy of an 

anti-opera policy. However, the petition never reached the king’s office, for it went 

directly to the archives of the governing directorate and became classified as an 

anonymous letter.267 

The term opera war268 refers to debates about the role of opera in the 

Hungarian nation-building movement. The “war” consisted of a series of pamphlets 

and articles published in the most popular newspapers and literary journals, and 

encompassed the years 1837-44. It started with the preparations for organising an 

opera department within the Hungarian Theatre of Pest, and ended with the premiere 

of Erkel’s opera Hunyadi László in 1844. More than a series of theoretical debates 

about the role of the music in theatre, it was a clash between nineteenth-century 

Hungarian intellectuals with differing cultural world-views. 

From the beginning, Hungarian travelling actors had to adjust their repertoire 

to the demands of urban theatre-goers who were used to German drama traditions and 

theatrical performances. By the end of the eighteenth century, the taste of the 

audience in Pest-Buda, Kolozsvár or Pozsony did not differ on ethnic or national 

grounds, but each was divided along education and literacy levels. There was no state 

subsidised Hungarian theatre yet. Since the actors could not find permanent sponsors 

for Hungarian drama, they had to follow the taste and expectations of the public in 

order to secure an income and to support dramas written in Hungarian.  

Opera was highly popular among the theatregoers both within Hungary and 

abroad. The Hungarian travelling theatre companies included in their repertoire 

therefore dramas with music, so called Singspiele. These were fashionable theatre 

plays, which contained shorter or longer musical pieces, mostly well-known songs. 

These plays usually fulfilled another requirement: they were written in a volkstümlich 

(folk-like or popular) style. Hungarian aristocrats, however, who were educated 

abroad – mainly in Vienna –, expected to see on Hungarian stages a style and standard 

they were used to in foreign theatres and opera houses. Yet, it was difficult to perform 

a grand opera in Hungary, on the one hand because of the lack of financial support, on 

the other hand, because the actors did not have a proper musical education.  

                                                
267 Ibid. 286. 
268 See Tollharcok. Irodalmi és színházi viták 1830-1847, (ed. Szalai Anna), Budapest: Szépirodalmi 
Kiadó, 1981, 349-558.  
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The competition for public attention was harsh: by 1820 there were two big 

theatres in Pest: the German Theatre and the Hungarian Theatre of Pest. The huge 

German one opened with two plays by the German dramatist Kotzebue, Ungarns 

erste Wohlthäter, Die Ruinen von Athen (to which Beethoven composed music). Its 

musical repertoire included mostly operas by Mozart and Rossini. The Hungarian 

Theatre of Pest, as of 1840 the National Theatre, had little choice, but to compete with 

the German theatre and to assemble a repertoire that would attract audience. They had 

to stage operas. 

The German Theatre of Pest could afford to perform grand opéras since they 

had both budget, and suitable actors for it. In 1830, it premiered Rossini’s William 

Tell, and later in the same year Bellini dominated the scene with La Straniera, La 

sonnambula, I Capuleti e i Montecchi and Norma. Among Hungarian travelling 

theatre companies, the one from Kassa (Kosice) staged for the first time in 1836 grand 

operas, namely Bellini’s I Capuleti e i Montecchi and later Norma. An army band 

played the instrumental part, and the German Theatre of Pest contributed the chorus. 

The situation did not become better with the opening of the Hungarian Theatre of Pest 

either. Since there were no specially educated opera singers, prose actors performed 

with more or less success the often very demanding vocal parts. Even so, the public 

enjoyed it and wanted more.  

Gábor Mátray, whose first Hungarian Music history we have already 

discussed, was elected as director of the opera section of the newly opened Hungarian 

Theatre of Pest in 1837. As a musician, music critic and ardent Hungarian nationalist, 

Mátray made efforts to organise the Hungarian operatic and musical life. First he had 

to lure the high-class audience to rent expensive first floor theatre boxes for a longer 

term, so that the theatre could count on a stable income. This could be completed with 

prices paid by the less wealthy burghers and intellectuals for the second floor and 

ground floor boxes, to which the ground floor auditorium tickets could be added, 

bought occasionally by the lower middle-class audience, mainly students and soldiers. 

However, the aristocracy continued to visit the German theatre because of its higher 

artistic level, even if they bought boxes in the Hungarian one. Mátray wanted to 

change this by raising the prestige of the Hungarian opera. But he constantly had to 

struggle with financial shortages, unprofessional musicians, and, later, with the 

ideological debates about the function of theatre as opposed to the opera.  
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Opera-lovers were in a less favourable position than the supporters of prose 

theatre. One of the main reasons for this was that while Hungarian drama had a solid 

justification as an important means to educate people morally and was seen as a major 

forum for the cultivation of language and national consciousness in general, the opera 

had neither its theoretical defenders nor a consistent Hungarian audience. This was 

the main reason why Erkel first accepted an appointment as second musical conductor 

for the opera section at the German theatre and not in the Hungarian theatre. Mátray 

tried to set the foundations of Hungarian opera and music in his history and in his 

articles concerning Hungarian musical culture. But his voice did not reach the 

Hungarian Academy or the nationalist intellectuals. One of the reasons for their 

disinterest could have been that they deemed other issues, such as language use, the 

establishment of the universities with an up-to-date modern curriculum for engineers 

and doctors, and the political struggles within the Monarchy, more important.  

By many, music was seen as pure entertainment, a privilege and amusement of 

the aristocracy that had nothing to contribute to the nation-building. Although many 

opera performances at the Hungarian castle theatres were admired and well known all 

over Europe, this did not really help much to establish a permanent opera culture in 

early nineteenth-century Hungary. After the revolution of 1848 the situation changed, 

mostly because of the important role music played in it. This can also explains why 

Erkel’s operas, which had little effect on the public before the revolution, swept over 

all the theatres during the revolutionary years and became exceedingly important later 

in the century, especially during the period after the 1867 Ausgleich. 

There were, to be sure, some feeble efforts to establish a national opera in 

Hungary during the reform period. The liberals tried to extend the arguments for the 

original Hungarian drama to the field of the opera. József Bajza, theatre director and 

literary critic, formulated an “advice” in an article published in 1839. According to 

him, Hungarian opera should be based on national music, and its text should help 

cultivating of the national language.269 

Bajza also made efforts to secure theoretical foundation for the opera. To 

illustrate the difference between prose theatre and opera, he used in one of his articles 

written in Athenaeum, the liberal journal of that time, the metaphor of painting: prose 

theatre is like a very thoroughly drawn picture, because the actor has to present, in a 

                                                
269 Bajza, József:  ”Szózat a pesti magyar színház ügyében”, In. Tollharcok, 405-442.  
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sequence of well-conceived scenes, transformations of the human soul during the 

action of the story, while the opera singer has to present one single but intensive 

impression on the stage, which is like a not so accurately drawn but very vividly 

painted picture, in which the artist uses harsher brush strokes to express emotion. This 

tableau-like idea of opera was inspired by the French grand opera style. Theatre is like 

a drawing that should be analysed from close-up, while opera, because it combines 

various media, is like a tableau, and should be watched from a greater distance.270 

Yet, in spite of Bajza’s attempt to define and theoretically place opera in the cultural 

framework, the theoretical conceptualisation of the opera in Hungary remained 

neglected. Two years later, the journal Athenaeum published an article translated from 

German, About the opera today, which blamed grand opera for spreading the harmful 

spirit “delectation”.  

Even though Bajza publishes in his journal such criticism of opera, he does not 

entirely refuse it or deny its ability to contribute to the development of national 

thought. In his pamphlet entitled Szózat a pesti magyar színház ügyében (Oration 

concerning the case of the Hungarian Theatre of Pest) published in 1839 in Buda, 

Bajza asserts:  

 
“for us, Hungarians, who hope to use theatre for national purposes, its case is much more important 

than for the German, French or English nation. It is the cornerstone of our national identity. (…) Every 

attack against Hungarian theatre (…) is also directed against the Hungarian nation. (…) There are a few 

among us, who want to hide their unpatriotic feelings under the disguise of loving art. (…) If we are 

always going to visit German theatre for its higher artistic standards, who is going to raise the standards 

of the Hungarian theatre? (…) Our theatre was originally intended for prose works. Nevertheless, we 

responded to the demands of the public and also introduced opera on the stage. Not gradually, as it 

should have had happened, but immediately in medias res, we bought lavish scenery and hired the most 

expensive singers.271 (…) Opera is too expensive an amusement and is unable to maintain the theatre. 

Opera is not a lucrative business in the German theatre either, in spite of its popularity among the 

audience.”272  

 

                                                
270 Athenaeum 1838 December 13. 
271 Bajza refers to the celebrated soprano of the age, the prima Donna Schodelné Klein Róza (1811-
1854), who was hired with a wage that she could get in every other European leading theatre. Her 
monthly salary was more than the salary of the whole drama section together. 
272 Tollharcok, 407-410. 
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Bajza also uses the famous triad of “school-church-theatre”273 for the cultivation of 

culture, while he rejects the idea of an entertaining theatre. He asserts: “For me the 

theatre is a Hungarian institution par excellence, which should be given only a 

Hungarian spirit.”  

Bajza wrote about the opera, trying to reject the repeated accusation that he is 

hostile to opera. His main argument could be summarised with the following sentence 

from his Oration:  
 

“If opera is more important for us than prose theatre, the whole institution is not worth a penny of the 

money paid by the nation for its maintenance. All these operas are foreign products, foreign subjects, 

foreign language, foreign colour and character, foreign – German, Italian or French – feelings, but in 

no case Hungarian. These are feelings, colours and characters that did not acclimatize in our country, or 

if they did, the more we gain from them for the sake of art, the more we lose from our national 

consciousness, because they are going to transform our feelings and way of listening into German, 

French or Italian. (…) I do not want art at the expense of our national consciousness. Let us become a 

nation first, only then can we think about art. This art should grow out organically from our national 

feelings; only then can it be compared to the original art of the French, German or English. (…) We 

often hear that opera is able to attract also foreign public to our theatre. This is exactly why I say that 

opera is a foreign art. It is a universal language, and as such it is unable to help the development of our 

mother tongue.”274  

 

Bajza’s remark, “Let us become a nation first, and only then can we think about art.” 

shows how consciously the leading figures of the national movement thought about 

nation-building, how aware they were that a nation should be created.  

As already mentioned, Bajza was not completely against opera. He also wrote 

further on:  

 
“I do not say that music or opera cannot express national feelings; on the contrary, I believe that operas 

are going to play a remarkably important role in the development of our national consciousness. Even 

though they are unable to cultivate our language, they are a great potential for the cultivation of 

national feelings. But these operas have to be national, written with a penetrating Hungarian spirit, not 

like those we can see on the stage nowadays.”275  

 

                                                
273 Ibid. 414. 
274 Ibid. 418. 
275 Tollharcok, 420. 
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This is one of the first thoughts about the nature and role of opera in nation-building, 

which shows that the liberals were not against the art of opera; they only wished to 

connect it to national thought.  

János Munkácsy, who accused Bajza of being hostile to opera, was of the 

opinion that the most educated and most intellectual people would turn away from the 

national thought if futile art was accepted by the theatre just because it conveyed 

national ideas.  

The radicals, under the ideological leadership of Gábor Kazinczy and Gábor 

Egressy were decidedly negative about opera. Egressy’s criticism was also directed 

against the celebrated soprano Schodelné Klein Róza, who was hired with an 

exceptionally high salary by the Hungarian Theatre of Pest and enjoyed special 

treatment from the directorate. She could leave for three month with pay, could 

choose the time of the repetitions and decide with whom she wanted to be on stage. 

All these made her very unpopular among the actor colleagues,276 but the public 

adored her, for her beauty but also for her sophisticated voice.  

Lajos Kossuth, the leader of the revolution of 1848-49, also contributed a 

pamphlet to the opera war in the newspaper Pesti Hírlap. Though he supported the 

radicals in the debate, he tried to unite the two groups under a common goal: the 

success of the national movement. To achieve national independence, Hungarians had 

to unite and stop fighting each other in such questions such as opera.  

The opera war went on for four years, and influenced also the reception of 

Erkel’s first opera, Báthory Mária (1840). It was not particularly successful, and only 

one longer review of it appeared, by Mátray in the journal Honművész.  The radical 

Imre Vahot, editor of the Pesti Divatlap, wrote another Oration concerning the case 

opera in our country, in which he declared that letting national heroes sing was to 

desecrate them. Meyerbeer for example, remarked Vahot, did not let any of his 

national figures sing on stage. When Meyerbeer was asked in 1842 to compose a 

work for the reopening of the opera house in Berlin, he could not choose as a hero an 

ancestor of king Frederick the Great, because it was forbidden to depict members of 

the royal family on stage. And Vahot cried out: 

                                                
276 Déryné Széppataki Róza, the other diva of the age, also complained about Schodelné. She told Erkel 
that she was asked to go abroad and to play in the German theatre, but turned down all the invitations 
because she was patriotic. She would be ashamed to ask for as much money from the nation, as 
Schodelné does, even though her own talents could be measured up to those of Schodelné (Magyar 
Zene Krónikája, Budapest: Zeneműkiadó Vállalat, 1962, 247).  
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“My God! I hope they would never make our great national leaders and heroes as King Lajos Nagy, 

Máté Csák or János Hunyadi sing on stage! If something like this should happen, the theatre would 

deserve to collapse immediately.”277  

 

János Hunyadi did not sing, but his son László sang in Erkel’s Hunyadi László 

(1844). 

The opera war was more than a malign and jealous attack on Shodelné, or an intrigue 

against the policy of the theatre director József Bajza. It could have not gained so 

much attention had opera not been popular in the nineteenth-century Hungary, and 

opera would not become national without these intense debates about its role in the 

nation-building processes.  

 

                                                
277 Tollharcok, 621. 
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Chapter Seven 
 

Querela Hungariae 

László Hunyadi and Bánk bán – Variations on a National Theme 

National Opera and Nation-Building in Nineteenth-Century Hungary 
 

 “Oh beata Ungheria se non si lascia/Più malmenare!”278  

(Dante: Paradiso XIX: 142-3) 

 

“Her ruin was caused by intrigue and guile!”(FERENC ERKEL 

& BÉNI EGRESSY –Bánk bán)279 

 

“Si vous voulez plaire aux Hongrois, me dit-il, écrivez un 
morceau sur un de leurs thèmes nationaux; (…) Je suivis le 
conseil et choisis le thème de Rákóczy, sur lequel je fis la 
grande marche que vous connaissez.” (Berlioz to A M. 
HUMBERT FERRAND 3rd, February 14, 1861, Pest)280 

 

 

I. The voice of nationalism in 1848 and its operatic echo 

 

On March 4, 1848, Sándor Lukács (1822-1854), lawyer and radical politician, 

read the claims of the Hungarian parliamentary opposition party in Győr’s theatre 

filled with urban intellectuals. Ten days later, on March 14, in the same theatre, the 

actors could not finish the first act of the drama Könnyelműek (The frivolous) by 

Zsigmond Czakó (1820-1847), because the audience repeatedly interrupted the 

performance with loud shouts demanding the Rákóczy March from the players. The 

next day everyone in the audience wore traditional Hungarian garments and sang the 

Szózat composed by Béni Egressy. In Szeged on April 17, 1848 the performance of 

Ede Szigligeti’s Szökött katona (The runaway soldier) turned into a political meeting. 

Three days later enthusiastic political uprising followed the play of an amateur theatre 

company. In Arad on March 17 the audience demanded a gipsy band instead of the 

official theatre programme, to play the Rákóczy March and choir passages from the 

                                                
278 ”Oh, happy Hungary! Do not let yourself misguided”. 
279 Erkel, Ferenc, Hunyadi László, libretto by Bény Egressy, Hungaroton Classic, Recorded in 1984, 
Libretto book, 61. 
280 http://hector.ucdavis.edu/Berlioz2003/Memoires/Mem000TP.htm . 
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Erkel’s Hunyadi László. On March 26 in Rozsnyó, the theatre company had to change 

its program because the audience requested from the actors the Szózat and the 

Himnusz. On March 26, a play about King Mátyás Hunyadi was followed by 

“national songs” in the auditorium of the city hall. In Temesvár, a passionate 

revolutionary public gathered in the theatre to sing the Szózat and the Himnusz. In 

Pest, the audience interrupted the performance of Katona’s Bánk bán and claimed 

patriotic songs.281  

All these examples illustrate the overwhelming importance of music at the 

beginning of the Hungarian revolution of 1848. The enthusiasm did not diminish 

during the war for independence in 1848-49, although performances became scarce. 

The actors in the cities occupied by the Austrian army were prevented from playing 

the revolutionary repertoire. The best-known members of the National Theatre, 

Schodelné, Róza Laborfalvy, Lendvai and Szigligeti, fled to Debrecen in January 

1849, but continued to receive their salary. Just like during the French revolution in 

1789, the revolutionary crowd shaped the repertory of the theatre. The Hunyadi story 

and Katona’s Bánk bán became the favourites of the public.  

In one of the theatre yearbooks published in 1848, we can read the program of a 

typical theatre: the Rákóczy March, an orchestrated version of the Himnusz (which 

later became Hungary’s national anthem), a folk song sang by Kornélia Hollósy, the 

recital of Petőfi’s Európa csendes (Europe is silent) by Fáncsy, a leading actor of his 

time, another folk song sang Füredi, and the choir from Erkel’s László Hunyadi titled 

Meghalt a cselszövő (The complotter died) with orchestra and choir (Example 3).282 

In the intermissions of plays, verbunkos and other national dances were performed. A 

Russian officer, Mihail Lihutin Dormindontovic, who lodged in a garrison in 

Nagyvárad, noted in his diary that Hungarian programs were performed in the theatre 

every evening: either a Hungarian play, or a compilation of Hungarian dances among 

which the quick csárdás was the audience’s favourite.283 Theatre and music animated 

the people in war and peace alike. 

Verbunkos and csárdás music, the Szózat and the Himnusz, as well as some 

passages from Erkel’s opera Hunyadi László were the most popular tunes of the 

Hungarian revolutionary public. They were received and understood as national by a 

                                                
281 Magyar Színháztörténet 1790-1873, (ed. Kerényi, Ferenc), Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1990, 352-
353.  
282 Ibid. 358. 
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wide interpretive community, whatever their differences and party preferences. The 

verbunkos, this military recruiting music whose popularity goes back to the eighteenth 

century (see Chapter Three), was just fit for the purposes of the revolutionary 

committees that recognised quite early the role of theatre as public space. Verbunkos 

and the Rákóczy Song recalled national memories about the former Rákóczy rebellion 

and war for independence (1703-11). In 1848, the internal political situation of the 

country and its international relations resembled those of Rákóczy’s period.  

The Rákóczy March became a national symbol, together with Erkel’s Hunyadi 

László, whose explicit historical allegories were just tailored to the present political 

situation in the country. It is significant to note that these tunes became popular 

during the revolution by a bottom to top process, by the will of the public. Only later 

were they performed with propagandistic aims defined by the leaders.  

Following his concert in Budapest Berlioz wrote to a friend about the stunning 

effect that his Rákóczy March exerted on the Hungarian public: when the orchestra 

played the first bars of the hitherto calm public erupted in an unspeakable explosion 

of emotions and hail. Nothing could stop the volcano of violent passions triggered by 

this music.284  

Berlioz’s letter reveals how significant and alive this tune was in the cultural 

memory of the Hungarians. It could still rouse national sentiments and create a 

revolutionary sphere, just as the Bánk bán-topic, which had gradually entered into the 

national consciousness already before 1848, thanks to the theatre companies that 

favoured it. During the revolution, the Bánk-Bán story became canonised and in 1861 

it was “consecrated” with Erkel’s opera of that title. Bánk bán did not replace 

Hunyadi László, but it has been competing with it in popularity ever since. Their 

status and rapid canonisation could be ascribed to the fact that they were active artistic 

participants of the contemporaneous debates about nation building. They could also 

be regarded as aesthetic reflections of that specific cultural-political paradigm, which, 

                                                                                                                                       
283 A magyarországi hadjárat 1849. (ed. Katona, Tamás), Budapest: 1988, 794. 
284 Berlioz: A M. HUMBERT FERRAND 3e LETTRE, 14 févier 1861, Pest, Use documentation in 
English “Le public resta calme et silencieux à cette exposition inattendue; mais quand, sur un long 
crescendo, des fragments fugués du thème reparurent, entrecoupés de notes sourdes de grosse caisse 
simulant des coups de canon lointains, la salle commença à fermenter avec un bruit indescriptible; et, 
au moment où l'orchestre déchaîné dans une mêlée furieuse, lança son fortissimo si longtemps contenu, 
des cris, des trépignements inouïs ébranlèrent la salle; la fureur concentrée de toutes ces âmes 
bouillonnantes fit explosion avec des accents qui me donnèrent le frisson de la terreur; il me sembla 
sentir mes cheveux se hérisser, et à partir de cette fatale mesure je dus dire adieu à la péroraison de 
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in the long run, emerged victoriously from the contest of the various national 

ideologies and nation-building concepts. These operas are like blueprints for the 

differentiated and controversial intellectual life of the nineteenth century. They could 

function as a map in the hands of cultural historians; their “thick description” could 

find new ways for understanding nineteenth-century nationalism and its cultural 

practices. 

Let us take therefore a closer look at the cultural and historical background of 

these first Hungarian national operas and examine their involvement in the nation-

building of nineteenth-century Hungary. As we have noted before, cultural historians 

as well as musicologists have neglected the role of operas in nineteenth-century nation 

building. Even when the relationship of music and nationalism becomes a centre issue 

of musicological anthologies or a topic in a chapter of a music history the question is 

usually formulated in terms of influence, “how nationalist ideology was a vital factor 

in conditioning musical culture with respect to nationalism in Europe.”285 I would like 

to investigate the question from the opposite direction: how and why music and opera 

could become a vital factor in constructing national consciousness all over nineteenth-

century Europe. Music and especially opera was not simply a reflection of nationalist 

ideologies; it functioned rather as an active agent in shaping nationalism and national 

constructing national identity.  

I do not intend to give a meticulous technical analysis of the musical scores286, or 

examine the poetic means in the libretti. Instead, I shall offer an outline of the 

cultural-historical embedding of Hunyadi László and Bánk bán, in order to define 

those patterns and interpretative strategies that contributed to the reception of these 

works as national operas. Why could the public identify the story of the opera as a 

national narrative? Why could this re-enactment of history evoke an emotional 

response? What was its relevance in the upheaval of nineteenth-century nationalism? 

How does the music relate to this narrative, and what was its impact on the nation-

building movements? In the following pages I shall seek answers to these questions.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                       
mon morceau, la tempête de l'orchestre étant incapable de lutter avec l'éruption de ce volcan dont rien 
ne pouvait arrêter les violences.” http://hector.ucdavis.edu/Berlioz2003/Memoires/Mem53A2VL3.htm 
285 Musical Constructions of Nationalism. Essays on the history and ideology of European musical 
culture 1800-1945, (Eds. Harry White and Michael Murphy), Cork: Cork University Press, 2001, 1. 
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II. From Báthori Mária to Hunyadi László – the development of the  “Hungarian 

spirit” on the operatic stage  

 

After the first performance of Erkel’s Báthori Mária (1840) even the most ardent 

anti-opera critic, Imre Vahot287, admitted that “it is worth mentioning Mr. Erkel’s 

endeavour to establish the Hungarian art of opera”. The music critic of the Pesther 

Tageblatt remarked that Báthori Mária was an opera of high value and that he hoped 

that Erkel was going to write soon another opera in the same spirit. The literary and 

opera critic of the Athenaeum, Ferenc Toldy, asserted that Báthori Mária was the first 

real Hungarian opera.288 

To establish original Hungarian operas had been an old wish of the intellectuals in 

the Reform Movement. The theatre director Gábor Döbrentei wrote in 1817 in the 

afterword of his Mozart-biography:  

 
“our pure Hungarian cities do not nurture for us a Hungarian composer-musician, neither do they raise 

Hungarian singers…Shall we ever hear an original Hungarian opera, whose music is composed by a 

Hungarian and is sung by Hungarian singers? For only this totality could awake in us a special 

attention towards the art of the opera. Without a Hungarian music academy, this would never become a 

reality.”289 

 

Gábor Mátray responded in his Hungarian music history, A muzsikának közönséges 

története:  

 
“as long as Mr. Döbrentei expects from a Hungarian opera that both its music and libretto should be 

written by a Hungarian, and it should also be sung by Hungarians, then we do not have one. Because 

the libretto of the first Hungarian Singspiel by József Ruzitska (1775-1824) Béla futása (Bélas Flucht), 

was written by Kotzebue, and he was German.”290  

 

                                                                                                                                       
286 For a detailed analysis of Erkel’s musical art see the book of Gyula Véber: Ungarische Elemente in 
der Oprenmusik Ferenc Erkels, Bilthoven: A.B. Creyghton, 1976.  
287 He was involved in the “opera war” and was an ardent opponent of the operatic genre. (See Chapter 
Six)  
288 Barna, István: “Erkel Ferenc első operái az egykorú sajtó tükrében”, In. Zenetudományi 
Tanulmányok II., Erkel Ferenc és Bartók Béla emlékére (eds. Szabolcsi Bence and Bartha Dénes), 
Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1954, 175-218, 196. 
289 Ibid. 
290 Ibid. 
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Hungarian intellectuals had been thinking about the true character of a Hungarian 

opera well before Erkel wrote some. The writer of the first Hungarian music history, 

being of German descent,  Mátray was on the opinion that, regardless of ethnic origin, 

everyone was Hungarian whose work was imbued with a Hungarian spirit, and 

contributed to the advancement of the Hungarian culture.  

Mátray’s argument reveals that the earlier Hungarus identity, which was 

associated with the homeland291, gradually shifted towards a collective identity that 

was more and more characterised by culture and the cultivation of culture. Everyone 

could be Hungarian who was sentimentally bound to Hungarian culture or – as 

Mátray put it –, to the “Hungarian spirit”. However, what this “Hungarian spirit” was, 

how it should look like and how it could contribute to the making of Hungarian opera 

had not been explicitly worked out. Although the definitions of Hungarian identity in 

music were vague, Hunyadi László was immediately received and praised by a large 

public as the first genuine Hungarian opera imbued with Hungarian spirit. Of course, 

it had its critics, too.  

Paradoxically, the German press received Hunyadi more enthusiastically than the 

Hungarian one. In the Ungarn, which published the very first review of Hunyadi on 

January 29, 1844, we can read a highly appreciative article that stressed the good 

qualities of the opera. The critic wondered, however, whether a music based on such 

closed forms as the verbunkos could ever become the basis for more complex musical 

constructions.292 A certain P. Weil praised the extraordinary talent of Erkel in the 

Spiegel, another leading German newspaper of the time.293 Contrary to these admiring 

reviews, many Hungarian newspapers were explicitly critical of Hunyadi, due to the 

extended “opera war” as well as to clashing concepts of the nation. As it could be 

expected, the anti-opera and pro-drama radicals disliked Erkel’s work. According to 

                                                
291 See Chapter Three.  
292 “Der heutige Erfolg war mit einem Worte nur ein succès d’estime. (…) Die Musikalische 
Bearbeitung betreffend, wird man wohl noch keine genaue, den musikalischen Gehalt der einzelnen 
Nummern bis in die kleinsten Details gewissenhaft abwägende und glücklich erschöpfende 
Beurtheilung forden, doch müssen wir schon jetzt im Ganzen unsere vollste Anerkennung dem Fleisse, 
der Tüchtigkeit und der Geschicklichkeit des Compositeurs ausdrücken, in der er die Forderungen, die 
man an eine sogenannte “Nationaloper“ stellt, grossentheils zu befriedigen wusste.” /…/ “Es bleibt 
immer noch eine grosse Frage, ob die musikalische Sprache die in ihrem jetzigen ausgedehnten 
Wirkungskreise kaum noch einer Erweiterung hinsichtlich der Modulationen fähig scheint, auf den 
engeren Kreis eines particulären Dialektes beschränkt, mannigfaltigerer Accent fähig sei.“ (In. Barna, 
206-207).  
293 “Diese Hauptidee, durch frappante Episoden gehoben, diente dem ausgezeichneten Kompositeur als 
Folie zu einem originellen, echt nationalen Tongemälde, desgeleichen die vaterländische Tonmuse 
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the critic of Regélő Pesti Divatlap, everything was wrong with this opera: the 

composer was not talented enough, the libretto was awful and the singers – except 

Schodelné – were contemptible. The Regélő Pesti Divatlap, edited by János Garay 

(1812-1853), was most of all critical of the historical figures singing on stage: “May 

we not condemn the fact that in this opera every serious subject is conveyed by 

singing? It contradicts the spirit of history that heroes like László Hunyadi sing on the 

stage.”294 

István Széchényi’s journal, the Jelenkor, wrote on February 4, 1844: ”In this 

opera we still cannot perceive any ingenuity or talent that would be able to create a 

melodious work. (…) A Mozart or a Bellini could have created a beautiful 

masterpiece out of this libretto!”295 There were, to be sure, more positive reviews in 

the Hungarian newspapers as well. One of these was to be found in the Világ on 

January 31: “This opera attracted the public. Except the boxes, the auditorium was 

completely full. (…) The work is permeated from the beginning until the end with 

original Hungarian spirit.”296 And the article in the other daily, Nemzeti újság, 

remarks: “This is a brilliant opera both regarding its music and its libretto. Erkel 

excels as a great composer.”297 However, this article does criticise the behaviour of 

the listeners: “The audience does not have a refined musical taste that is why it was 

applauding all the time without a proper assessment of the actual professional 

achievement of the aria singer.”298 The critic of the Spiegel also remarked that at the 

end of the performance the audience had asked Erkel and the singers again and again 

on the stage with loud applauses but “unfortunately with ear-splitting shouts that are 

just unfit for the sphere of a National Theatre. The impartial listener can wholly agree 

with cordial vociferous cheers, but not with noisy outcries”.299  

Lázár Horváth Petrichevich wrote in the journal Honderű the longest Hungarian 

review of Hunyadi László on February 3, 1844. Though Hungarian literary historians 

consider Petrichevich a conservative writer for his dislike of Petőfi’s poetry, his 

musical taste was definitely more progressive than that of his contemporary literary 

                                                                                                                                       
noch keines produzirte – und das die Hoffnung auf einen umfassenderen Aufschwung unverfälschter, 
nationaler Tonkunst im Herzen eines jeden wahre Patrioten beleben muss“ (Barna, 205). 
294 February 4, 1844. Ibid. 203. 
295 Ibid. 204. 
296 Ibid. 202. 
297 Ibid. 
298 Ibid. 
299 Ibid. 205. 
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critics. Petrichevich was among those few Hungarian intellectuals who recognised 

Erkel’s talent. He suggested: “Erkel set the first foot-stones on which in the future the 

Hungarian musical Valhalla could be built.” Further he appreciated that the music was 

fit for the spirit of the libretto and often even surpassed it. As regards the possibilities 

of an original Hungarian national opera Petrichevich stipulated: “Only when our 

composers recognise that national music can draw only on the national past and on a 

national character fostered by this past will they be able to create true national 

music.”300 

Hunyadi László could have been perceived as a national and not just as another 

Hungarian opera because of its multiple layers of complex semiotic systems, both on 

musical and textual level. It functioned as a cultural palimpsest. This complex 

semiotic operatic system could represent and construct the emerging national 

consciousness, which eventually led to the revolution of 1848.  

 

III. Hunyadi László – making history public  

 

III.1. László Hunyadi - The historical figure 

 

László Hunyadi was the first-born son of János Hunyadi and the brother of the 

Renaissance Hungarian king Mátyás Hunyadi. László lived in the period when the 

ever-stronger Ottoman attacks were threatening Europe. His father became famous for 

his successes in fighting the Ottoman Empire. When the Papal State, governed by 

Pope Eugene, sent his troupes against the Turks, the mercenaries suffered defeat, but 

the small army commanded by János Hunyadi, and later reinforced by the Polish 

soldiers of King Ulászló I, managed to defeat the Turks in Serbia. Later Hunyadi 

forced the Turkish army all the way back to the Balkans, as far as Nis in Bulgaria. 

Only the hard winter could stop Hunyadi’s men in 1443. Other victories and defeats 

followed this military expedition, and Hunyadi’s figure became inscribed in the 

European cultural consciousness. 

Meanwhile Hungary’s internal political confrontations escalated into a civil 

war. When the Habsburg King Albert of Hungary (1397-1439) died, the question of 

succession tore the country apart. Because Albert’s son Ladislaus Posthumus of 

                                                
300 Ibid. 209-210. 
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Bohemia and Hungary (1440-1457) (or László V) was in that time a baby, he could 

not take immediately his father’s place. His cousin, Frederick III (1415-1493) was 

chosen to follow Albert as Holy Roman Emperor. Many Hungarian nobles rejected 

László’s mother, but also Frederick III, who was chosen by the Habsburgs to step on 

the throne. Therefore they preferred the Polish King Ulászló I (or Wladyslaw III of 

Poland) (1424-1444) as successor.  

When King Ulászló I died in the battle of Varna (10 November 1444) some 

Hungarian nobles decided to bring László V and the crown back to Hungary. In the 

meantime János Hunyadi was elected Regent of Hungary. From 1450 onwards 

Hungarian and Czech nobles exercised pressure on Frederick III to free László, whom 

he basically held captive. In 1452 he was forcefully liberated by his uncle, Ulrich 

Czillei (1406-1456), who also gained guardianship over the child. In 1453 the thirteen 

years old boy was crowned king under the name László V.  

Hungary became thus the battleground of fighting noblemen and foreigners 

who tried to seize the power. Czillei was one of the main protagonists of this civil 

war. Trying to become Regent after János Hunyadi’s death he wanted to get rid of 

Hunyadi’s two sons, who might claim the position of their father.  

At the diet of Futak (October 1456), László defended himself against Czillei’s 

accusations that his father owed debts to the state, and he also promised to surrender 

all the royal castles to King László V. They agreed that the first fortress to be 

transferred was the one in Belgrade (Nándorfehérvár), of which László was 

commander.301 Czillei joined the king at Nándorfehérvár and he hired German 

mercenaries to murder Hunyadi. But Hunyadi had been warned of the plan, and his 

men killed Czillei after a quarrel in the morning of November 9, 1456. King László V, 

who was terrified by his uncle’s murder, pardoned Hunyadi and promised to his 

mother, Erzsébet Szilágyi, to protect the family and never revenge László’s deed. As a 

sign of his benevolence he appointed Hunyadi captain-general of his kingdom. László 

accompanied the king to Buda, but arriving there he was arrested and beheaded on 

March 16, 1457. The King died shortly afterwards. 
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III. 2 Representations of Hunyadi László in Hungarian Cultural Memory 

 

The major sources of the Hunyadi-myth were the chronicles of Antonio 

Bonfini, a historian who was close to the Hunyadi family, and Aeneas Sylvius 

Piccolomini, later Pope Pius II, who was in charge of King László V’s education.  

The tragic history of László Hunyadi was a favourite literary topic at the 

beginning of the eighteenth century.302 Lőrinc Tóth’s drama entitled Két László (Two 

Lászlós), which received a prize from the Academy of Sciences, became the source of 

Béni Egressy’s libretto for Erkel’s Hunyadi László. Két László was performed in 1842 

in the National Theatre. 303 The structure of the play is similar to that of Erkel’s 

Hunyadi, though it had more characters and more conflicts than the opera version.  

Erkel’s Hunyadi László, first performed on January 27, 1844, had an important 

role in the national movement, during the Hungarian revolution of 1848, and the 

following war of independence in 1849. People sang favourite choruses of the opera 

on the streets and requested the actors to present Erkel’s work on the stage during the 

revolution. In 1844, six months after the opera’s first performance, the leading poet of 

the age, Mihály Vörösmarty, published his drama version of the Hunyadi-story 

entitled Czilley és a Hunyadiak. In 1848, Sándor Petőfi wrote the poem A király 

esküje (The King’s Oath), in which the main character is not László Hunyadi but King 

László, who reneged on his oath. In 1853, in the bleak post-revolutionary years, János 

Arany wrote a ballad entitled V. László, focusing again on the weak and perfidious 

king.  

It is worth noting how the dramatic accent shifted: before the revolution, the 

dramas focused on László Hunyadi’s tragedy, and on the traitor and schemer figure of 

Czillei. During the revolution, King László V became the central figure of the literary 

works. After the bloody oppression of revolution, Arany’s ballad focused on the 

remorse and the horror of the traitor king for having killed the national hero. The 

treacherous king became a symbol of the Austrian repression after 1848.  

                                                                                                                                       
301 The surrender of the fortress in Nándorfehérvár (Belgrade) is the starting situation of the Ferenc 
Erkel’s opera, Hunyadi László (1844).  
302 Magyar színháztörténet 1790-1873, (ed. Kerényi Ferenc), Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1990, 47. 
303Barna, 201. 
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The Hunyadi-topic was very popular among nineteenth-century Hungarian 

painters. Witness Hunyadi László siratása (1859) (The mourning of László Hunyadi), 

by Viktor Madarász (1830-1917), (Image 18) V. László eskűje (The King’s oath) by 

Béla Vízkelety (1825-1864), Hunyadi László búcsúja (1866) (László Hunyadi’s 

Farewell) by Gyula Benczur (1844-1920) (Image 19), or V. László (1870) by Bertalan 

Székely (1835-1910) (Image 20). A bronze statue by László Dunaiszky (1822-1904) 

Hunyadi László és Czilley Ulrik (1846) should be also mentioned as representation of 

the Hunyadi-theme.  

László Hunyadi became a marker of national identity in the nineteenth century, 

linked to the other popular legend cycle about his brother King Mátyás, called by the 

people Mátyás the Just304. While in the seventeenth and eighteenth century King St. 

Stephen and the leader of the nomadic Hungarians, Árpád, were popular topics in the 

arts, in the nineteenth century the Hunyadi-myths became the cornerstone of the 

Hungarian national narrative. 

Ferenc Kölcsey’s (1790-1838) poem, Hymnus (1823), to which Erkel composed 

the music, contained the line “és nyögte Mátyás bús hadát Bécsnek büszke vára” 

(“and the proud castle of Vienna dreaded [literally “moaned” under] Mátyás’s army”) 

referred to King Mátyás’s siege of Vienna in 1485. This “glorious” past act was sadly 

contrasted with the nineteenth-century situation, when Hungary was subordinated to 

Vienna. Not only glory or humiliation was at stake, but also independence or 

subservience. The mythic history of the Hunyadi family, which was in every respect a 

Hungarian success story, presented itself as an excellent example of resistance against 

the Habsburgs. It was seen as an appropriate thesaurus of national heroes that could 

express and represent in a more or less unified picture all the existing national 

paradigms. 

Why could many Hungarians recognise themselves as a nation in this opera more 

than in any other one until then? According to the strongest national paradigm around 

1840, represented by the liberals and radicals, the nation could be defined as a group 

of people sharing common traditions. A community with common traditions also had 

to involve a common historical narrative that would create coherence within the 

                                                
304 Mátyás gained independence of and power over the barons by dividing them, – therefore he was 
liked by the middle-class nobility, who spread the myth of Matthias the Just – and by raising a large 
royal army (fekete sereg or Black Army) of mercenaries, whose main force included the remnants of the 
Hussites in the Czech lands. At this time Hungary reached its greatest territorial extent of the epoch 
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semantic system called the nation. Therefore only those stories could function as 

elements of nation-building, which could suggest and advance national unity, ones 

that would be recognised as such by many.  

Hunyadi János and his sons were just fit for this role. Unlike the protagonists of 

the other Hungarian operas, who were either of aristocratic or of peasant origin,305 the 

Transylvanian Hunyadi family belonged to the middle-class nobility and János had 

earned his title and recognition with military excellence shown in a series of victories 

over the Turkish army.  

 

III. 3 László Hunyadi on the operatic stage 

 

The plot of the opera306 follows the well-known story of the Hunyadi family as 

preserved in the Hungarian cultural memory. The faithful and honest László Hunyadi, 

the weak and treacherous king László V, the schemer and power thirsty Ulrich Czilley 

and the proud nationalist Hungarian nobleman, Gara are the main characters of the 

opera. The two women figures, László Hunyadi’s mother, Erzsébet and his fiancé, 

Mária Gara do not play an active role in the story. Both are depicted as sufferers of 

the history – in a feministic reading one might say that they are the victims of men – 

even though both try to influence events: László’s mother makes the king swear he 

would not punish László for Czilley’s murder, and Mária Gara prepares to save 

                                                                                                                                       
(present-day southeastern Germany in the west, Dalmatia in the south, Bulgaria in the east, and Poland 
in the north). 
305 The libretto of József Ruzitska’s opera entitled Béla futása (Béla’s Flucht) (1822) was based on a 
German drama with the same title written by Kotzebue. Zrínyi (1869) composed by Ágos Adelburg 
(1830-1873) could not succeed because its libretto was a bad adaptation of Körner’s drama with the 
same title and Adelburg was not able to balance this shortcoming with musical excellence. Erkel’s 
Báthori Mária (1840) couldn’t become a national opera among other things because the protagonist 
was a woman. Besides the libretto written and published by András Dugonics under the same title, was 
based on Portuguese and German dramatic adaptations. The music is composed of Hungarian songs 
(magyar nóta) and verbunkos texture. Nevertheless, Mária’s figure is the archetype for the women 
characters in the later Erkel operas, such as Erzsébet Szilágyi from Hunyadi László or Melinda from 
Bánk bán. Károly Thern’s Tihany ostroma (The Siege of Tihany) (1845) wished to present the period 
of Hungarian settling in Pannonia. But he did not even strive to integrate some Hungarian particularity 
into his Italian musical texture, but only now and then added verbunkos rhythm to his orchestral 
harmonies. The Mátyás operas, József Heinisch’s and György Arnold’s Mátyás királynak választása 
(The Election of King Mathias) (1832) or Mátyás király (King Mathias) composed by Sándor Bertha 
(1884) were far from being musical masterpieces. Though Erkel composed later musically more 
elaborate operas as Dózsa György (1867), Brankovics György (1874) and the Wagnerian Névtelen 
hősök (Anonymous heroes) (1880), these were neither successful nor regarded as national operas. This 
could be explained with their weak libretto, or the chosen topic. Both were the case in Dózsa György. 
The libretto was a very weak dramatic work and an opera about a peasant rebellion was not fit for the 
atmosphere of the Ausgleich. Névtelen hősök, which tried erect a monument to the heroes of the 1848 
revolution, had lost its relevance by the end of the century.  
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László from her father’s terrible plan. But eventually they are unable to rescue their 

beloved and the men’s world has the final say in the course of history.307 Mátyás, 

László’s younger brother appears only twice, and does not have a significant active 

role in the story. Nevertheless, Mátyás represents the hope of a better future in the 

dramatic-poetic structure of the opera. Gara’s harsh individualistic thirst of power and 

László’s hubris of trusting the king are presented as equally fatal mistakes. Only the 

uncompromisingly strong policy of Mátyás, who could still create a strong bound 

with “the people”, is the only viable solution according to the logic of the story.  

Since the story relies on dichotomies of “we” and “the others” as reflected in the 

divided chorus between the Hungarians and the mercenaries in Act I, one might 

expect that the division is going to appear in the music as well: verbunkos associated 

with Hungarian characters, while some international musical style with the king and 

the other foreigners. However, this is not the case. Hunyadi László is a blend of 

Italian, German, French and Hungarian musical styles. The overture (Example 2), 

which was composed in 1845, a year after the first performance, can be considered the 

first Hungarian symphonic poem, for it is a harmonius web of all the main arias and 

choirs from the opera. The verbunkos numbers create coherence. Reminiscences can 

be heard of the Rákóczy March in both the slow and fast sections. The opening choir 

of the Hungarians and the renowned “Meghalt a cselszövő” are both written in 

verbunkos style.  

The king’s aria, stuck in the “Meghalt a cselszövő” choir, is also a verbunkos, and 

organically fits in the choir’s music. This might be interpreted as a symbolic musical 

representation of the king’s hypocrisy. He seems to be in tune with the Hungarians 

when he promises not to revenge Czilley’s death, but he never takes his oath 

seriously. The text and the music are in dramatic tension. King László V sings on the 

verbunkos notes: “You base rebel,/death calls for death!/Your deed will be met by/the 

executioner’s axe on your throat!/The blood which has been shed/can only be washed 

away by your blood./Wherever you are: the judge’s sentence/shall find you!” This 

predicts László’s fate and death, though the Hungarians seem to trust the king at this 

point for they cheer him in the final lines of the choir: “The schemer is dead/Long live 

our dear country and the wise and good King!/Long live László, long live King 

                                                                                                                                       
306 See Appendix 1. 
307 However, the historical figure Erzsébet Szilágyi, after László’s death avenged the murder of his son 
and started a bloody war among the Transylvanian Saxons with the help of her brother.        
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László!/Long live the sage and great King!” It is remarkable that the king should 

appear or leave the stage accompanied by verbunkos tunes.   

Gara, Mária’s father, who turns against Hunyadi and arranges his death, sings a 

long aria also based on verbunkos music. The verbunkos functions here as a double 

symbol: on the one hand, it refers to Gara’s Hungarian aristocratic origin, and on the 

other it expresses his passionate desire to govern the country. Social differences are a 

major cause of the conflict between Gara and Hunyadi. Gara is a representative of an 

eighteenth-century aristocratic nation concept in the opera, while Hunyadi, by the 

right of his father, is chosen by the people to lead the country.  

Three contesting nation concepts are in fact the central source of conflict in the 

opera: the king and his supporters form one group, Gara the second, and László and 

his supporters the third. Gara is the representative of the view of nation as ancestry. 

He does not like the king and is also concerned about the country’s fate, but he cannot 

accept Hunyadi as governor. Hunyadi, however, has the support of the people. He is 

the symbol of a national unity of social classes.   

The king is pictured as a weak character who can be easily influenced. He is 

almost obsessively afraid of the Hungarians, especially Hunyadi. His weakness is 

shown when he agrees to back Czilley’s plan of killing László Hunyadi, when he is 

afraid to punish Hunyadi’s people for Czilley’s death, and also when Gara convinces 

him to send Hunyadi to the gallows. In the 1840s, Hungarians could easily recognise 

in the weak king László V their Emperor Ferdinand V (1793-1875), who was 

protected by Metternich just like László V by Czillei. The protection of the feeble 

king was in both cases only a manoeuvre to exert unperturbed political power.308  

The opera had a huge impact not only because of its topic, but also because of the 

use of verbunkos style. Erkel’s music was just as effective as the libretto. An 

inexperienced, weak king, the villain foreigner Czillei, and the Hungarian nobleman 

Gara, brought about the tragic end of László Hunyadi. According to popular 

interpretations that are highly contested, a similar treachery, that of count Károlyi, led 

to the suppression of Rákóczy’s war of independence. Internal conflicts and external 

force led to the tragic end of both independence movements. This was the opera’s 

dénouement, as well as the end of Rákóczy’s war of independence, to which the 

                                                
308 See Image 22 for a visual representation of the relationship between King László and his guardian 
and educator, Czilley.   
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verbunkos music alluded. The memory encoded in the music made it sound as if it 

would forecast the dénouement of the real-life events in 1849.  

The verbunkos music is transcended in the oath scene of Act II by organ music 

and church chorals, suggesting that the oath was not made to Hungarians only but in 

front of God; the king’s breaking of his oath is hence not only a sin against the 

Hungarians but also against God. Church music has the same function here as the 

choral in the first scene in Wagner’s Die Meistersinger: it creates and transcends the 

cultural community. Another crowd-scene in Act III, the Nuptial Choir at the wedding 

feast of Mária and László, is in a dignified, fast verbunkos style and closed with a 

csárdás. The csárdás follows the traditional verbunkos style established by Bihari, 

Csermák and Lavotta: three slow sections, two fast sections and a coda section follow 

each other. In Act III, László Hunyadi’s prison-aria and the funeral march are good 

examples of the slow verbunkos, which had always been associated with the 

expression of melancholy in music.  

Folk songs, or rather pseudo-folk songs, constitute the material for two of László’s 

arias, the love aria and the prison aria. The male choir commenting on Czilley’s death, 

and the slow section of the Trio and Andante in the duet between Mária and László 

were originally folk song material.309  

Those arias that imitate Italian style in Hunyadi László are masterpieces worth 

mentioning. The first such aria is Mátyás’s Cavatina in Act I after the opening choir. 

This is followed by duets between the king and Czilley, and then between Czilley and 

László. Erzsébet Szilágyi’s maid choir, the bride’s aria, the Cabaletta section in Mária 

and László’s duet, the king’s two arias (especially the splendid one in Act III), 

Mária’s Nuptial song, Erzsébet’s prayer in the final scene, and the storm music are all 

written in an international style.  

The aria named after the French soprano Anne de la Grange, who sang Erzsébet 

Szilágyi on July 18, 1850, is one of the most difficult challenges in Erzsébet’s role. 

Erkel composed this part later, especially for la Grange. It is a mixture of nineteenth-

century Italian style and reminiscences of Mozart. The aria of the Queen of the Night 

from Die Zauberflöte is clearly recognisable in the coloratura section and also appears 

in the orchestra as flute music. At the end of the opera, in the orchestral part of 

Erzsébet Szilágyi’s penultimate aria, we can listen to the 3+1 fast-fast-fast-slow motif 
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from Beethoven’s 5th symphony, which Erkel was going to reuse in Bánk bán, in the 

dialogue between Bánk and Queen Gertrude.  

French and German elements dominate the recitatives that link the arias and dances. 

The structural principles of the closed scenes are reminiscences of French grand 

operas, but the content and the representation of the scenery remain Hungarian to the 

very end. Despite the remarkable part that international musical styles occupy in this 

opera, the verbunkos still dominates. In spite of his eclectic style, Erkel could create 

coherence and compose an opera that was recognised as undisputedly Hungarian by 

the contemporary audience.  

The versatile expressive Romanticism of the opera is also worth noticing. The 

lively modulations and the shifts of key are typical of the Romantic operatic style. 

The overture itself is a good example of these musical variations and transpositions. 

Another romantic feature can be ascribed to the choirs in the opera. They represent 

the “voice of the people”, Hungarian as well as German. The clash between the two 

parties acquires a remarkable musical expression in the dialogue between the two 

choirs, the Hungarians and the mercenaries (Act I). 

Erkel wrote the opera for a medium size Romantic orchestra in which the wind 

instruments – especially the flute and clarinet – have a remarkable role. This might be 

because Erkel had to invite an army orchestra to help him out in the theatre. There 

was a shortage of professional educated Hungarian musicians, and wind instruments 

play an important role in military music. Horn and trumpet also have significance in 

the opera, especially in the marches and the overture. The trumpet music of the 

“Hunyadi-motif” repeatedly recurs throughout the opera. The delicate string sections 

require virtuoso players, especially at the constant quick transpositions between G flat 

major and E flat minor.  

Erkel added later instrumental and vocal parts to Hunyadi László. The overture he 

added in 1845 he rewrote in 1878. The Cabaletta with flute cadence was added to the 

part of Mária Gara in the wedding scene in Act III. In the 1850 staging, at which the 

“La Grange” aria was sung by the soprano for the first time, the audience could also 

enjoy for the first time the ballet section in Act III with the csárdás music. All these 

changes can be found in the piano score of the opera edited by Aurél Kern and 

published in 1896. Ferenc Erkel’s two sons, the Wagnerite Sándor and Gyula, both 

                                                                                                                                       
309 Folk songs have no significant roles in Hunyadi László, but Erkel experimented later in Sarolta 
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conductors at that time, assisted Kern during his work. Gusztáv Oláh and Kálmán 

Nádasdy revised the opera in 1935. Vilmos Komor published the piano version in 

1968 with a few minor musical changes. This version was played on the Hungarian 

opera stages for years.  

The revisions, which aimed mainly at scenic and dramatic “improvement”, 

affected negatively the musical coherence of the opera. Some parts became 

incomprehensible without the omitted sections. Right at the opening of the opera, for 

example, following the male choir of the Hungarians and Mátyás’s Cavatina, the choir 

asks Mátyás why he invited them to the castle in Nándorfehérvár. Mátyás then 

explains that his brother returned from the diet of Futak, where it has been decided 

that he has to return to the king the right over the fortresses in the country. Without 

these antecedents, the strong resistance of the Hungarians to László’s plan and Mihály 

Szilágyi’s advice not to let the king and his mercenaries into the castle seems puzzling 

and unclear. The Hungaroton recording of 1984 restored the opera to its original 

version, which is more enjoyable and reinstates Hunyadi László in its right place. In 

this version we can listen for the first time to a fairly authentic version that is 

comparable to the Erkel’s last version of the opera.  

Contemporary listeners regarded Hunyadi László as a national opera, in spite of its 

eclecticism. Its national character can only be understood within the framework of the 

Hungarian and European culture that shaped both the Hunyadi-myth and the practice 

in which the verbunkos could emerge as Hungarian national idiom. The Hungarian 

and the European cultural traditions both contributed to the making of Hunyadi László 

as a Hungarian national opera. The re-enactment of history evoked strong emotional 

response and had an impact on the formation of a nineteenth-century national 

consciousness. The interplay between a synchronic and a diachronic level contributed 

to the reception of this opera as a national work of art. The diachronic level involved 

the revival of certain patterns of the past that were remembered and preserved 

throughout the centuries as national history by historiographers and artists. The 

synchronic level could be defined as an interrelation of the contemporary aesthetic, 

social and political discourses and practices that made history public and presented it 

as a national narrative shared by all the people belonging to a certain cultural 

community. The diachronic and the synchronic levels reinforced and legitimated their 

                                                                                                                                       
(1862) with an operatic structure based on Hungarian folk songs.   
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own systems by cross-referencing each other. One could argue – and modernists do – 

that nationalism emerged on the synchronic level. However, these imagined 

communities did not and could not emerge from a vacuum: the stories, images and 

practices that were used to create a national coherence in nineteenth-century society 

were stored in the cultural memory of the community that was imagining itself as a 

nation. Once we acknowledge that the nation is an imagined community that did not 

evolve as a natural organic authentic entity but rather as a complex conceptual 

construct created in the dynamic network of both internal and external cultural, 

political and social exchanges, we can start to investigate these interactions and 

recursive patterns.  

We have seen that the combination of the popular verbunkos music and the well-

known story of László Hunyadi was an expression of the national experience. This 

national experience was conveyed by the interplay of the different layers of national 

history and cultural memory: the first level was the libretto’s Renaissance story of 

László Hunyadi, the second, Ferenc Rákóczy’s war of independence,310 represented 

by the verbunkos music that became popular in that period, and the third was the 

present level, the political opposition to Vienna, reflected by the previous two levels. 

The conflict with the house of the Habsburgs, which tried to constrain or oppress the 

sovereignty of the Hungarian nation, has been a recurring topic in Hungarian cultural 

memory. The Hunyadi story, popular in the theatre and in published literary works, 

was recycled and transformed through the centuries. The major types were also well-

known from earlier literary works: the treacherous king, László V, who saw his power 

jeopardised by Hunyadi; the figure of the foreign schemer, Czilley, who misused the 

king’s trust in order to eliminate his rival, László Hunyadi; the Hungarian aristocrat 

Gara, whose thirst for power was so strong that he could sacrifice his daughter’s 

happiness and László’s life to acquire the rule of the country; and the national hero, 

László Hunyadi, who became a victim of his own hubris. The nineteenth-century 

audience could recognise its aspiration for national independence in the interplay of 

historical layers, each of them referring to the same idea: freedom versus oppression, 

the ancient right of the Hungarian nation to sovereignty against the autocratic rule of 

the Habsburgs. In spite of the many Italian, French and German motives it was 

regarded as Hungarian because the recurring verbunkos theme created a sense of 

                                                
310 See Chapter Three.  
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cohesion. This structure was not as complex as one constructed with Wagner’s 

leitmotif technique, which mobilised musical memory and asked for a new mode to 

listen; nevertheless it was also based on the idea of creating cohesion and distinction 

by repetition. The multi-layered opera represented the historical myth of Hungarian 

freedom versus Habsburg oppression both on the musical and on the textual level, 

creating a sense of narrative longevity recognised as national history.  

 

IV. Bánk bán – History in Bánk bán and Bánk bán in history 

 

Ferenc Erkel’s third opera, Bánk bán, was first performed in 1861, in the year that 

the Hungarians began talks with the Austrian government, which eventually led to the 

establishment of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy in 1867. The reminiscences of 

revolution from 1848, the years of the oppression, the atmosphere of the 

reconciliation period all contributed to the success of Erkel’s new work and its 

acknowledgement as national opera by the Hungarian public. 

However, the symbolism and the effect of the piece on the contemporary audience 

are hardly comprehensible without looking back at the history of the topic in the 

literary cultures of Hungary and Europe. The reception of József Katona’s play Bánk 

bán (1819) must be discussed, because it was strongly intertwined with the efforts to 

establish the Hungarian theatre at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Just as 

Hunyadi László’s case, the reception and canonisation of Erkel’s Bánk bán as national 

opera should be understood within the cultural dynamism involving the interaction of 

theatrical reminiscences of history and the opera’s actual political, cultural context.  

 

IV. 1 The history behind the myth  

 

Bánk bán – the rhyming title of the opera consists of a name, “Bánk” and the title 

“bán”. The Bán was the deputy of the king in Hungary or the head of a certain region. 

Bánk is the old form of the name Benedek (Benedictus). Governor Bánk is a historical 

figure, who lived and served under King Endre II (1205-1235). When King Endre II 

went to war in 1213, he assigned the rule of the country to his wife Queen Gertrude 

and his brother-in-law, Otto, who was elevated to the rank of archbishop. Hungarian 

noblemen disliked the Queen’s policy, plotted against her and wanted to overthrow 
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her power. Eventually Queen Gertrude was murdered, but we do not know for sure if 

the historical Bánk killed her or some other rebel. In Hungarian cultural memory 

Bánk confronted the foreign queen with the deficiencies of her rule. She responded 

arrogantly, and her insensible behaviour towards the needs of the Hungarians, whose 

rights were continuously violated with her consent, triggered Bánk’s rage. Their 

quarrel ended in her murder. 

The popularity of the Bánk bán theme in Europe can be traced back to the Middle 

Ages, when the Hungarian Kingdom was one of Europe’s strongest political powers. 

It is thus understandable that such an exceptional event as the murder of a Hungarian 

queen were recorded in many chronicles all over Europe. Queen Gertrude’s311 murder 

was noted in many annals, but the circumstances of her murder and death remained 

obscure. The internal situation was characterised by unrest caused by the queen’s 

behaviour. While King Endre II was away at military campaigns Queen Gertrude 

placed her relatives in favourable positions and gave them, according to the Novae 

Institutiones, entire counties and estates. This led to the dissatisfaction and uprising 

among the Hungarian nobility, who felt robbed and exploited by a foreign queen. This 

unrest ended with the queen’s murder and the Golden Bull (Aranybulla), a document 

accepted by the king, which granted more rights to the nobility and reduced the taxes 

and duties of the landowners. This Hungarian Magna Charta, the Golden Bull, 

became the pact that protected the rights of the Hungarian nobility through the ages, 

and became the basis of the so-called feudal constitution that assured the rights of 

Hungarian aristocracy under the Habsburg kings.  

It is around this period that the small landowners, who were in service of the 

court, became to be known as serviens regis. This status was associated with those, 

who in exchange and recognition for their military service to the king, were granted 

personal freedom. The Golden Bull clearly stated that serviens – as the nobility was 

called – were not liable to pay taxes. They were withdrawn from the jurisdiction of 

the county bailiff, leaving legal judgements to the king and the palatine. The 

document included their military responsibilities and their personal liberty as 

guaranteed by the king. The Golden Bull granted the right to oppose the king’s 

                                                
311 Gertrude of Merania (1185 – September 24, 1213) was the first wife of Andrew II, king of Hungary.  
She and Andrew married before 1203, and she was the mother of his successor Béla IV of Hungary and 
Saint Elizabeth of Hungary, wife of Louis, landgrave of Thuringia. Gertrude was killed in 1213, by the 
Hungarian noblemen, who were jealous over the advancement of her relatives at court. Due to the 
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arbitrary rule to the old nobility and not to the serviens. The later claims of the 

Hungarian aristocracy to a free choice of its king cited the Golden Bull.312 

 

IV. 2 Bánk bán – a recurrent historical myth  

 

Since the chroniclers did not know about the political background, they used their 

imagination to fill in the details of the murder case. An Austrian verse chronicle from 

1268 mentions for the first time the rape of the governor’s wife (Melinda in the opera) 

as the cause of the murder. The historical figure may have been actually Petur bán’s 

wife, who was a young beauty according to the chronicles, and not Bánk bán’s fifty 

years old spouse. These Austrian verses were the source of a fourteenth-century 

chronicle, the Képes Krónika, which was followed by János Thuróczy’s A magyarok 

krónikája, written in the fifteenth century. Bonfini, a historian at King Mathias 

Corvinus’s court around 1487, used this chronicle for his narrative in his famous 

Rerum ungaricum decade, which was popular in its time and appeared in 1545 in 

German translation as well. His story concentrated on three scenes: Bánk’s wife was 

raped with the queen’s assistance; the couple’s dialogue after the rape; a tableau-like 

scene, in which Bánk appears with a bloody dagger, that is followed by his dialogue 

with the king, which ends with the king’s pardon. Since Bonfini was a well-known 

and acknowledged European scholar, his works were disseminated and translated. 

This is how the Bánk bán story entered into European cultural consciousness. 

Hans Sachs (1494-1576), the cobbler-poet of Nürnberg wrote in 1561 a drama 

about Bánk bán, which was followed in the eighteenth century by various dramatic 

adaptations of the story in England and Germany. Eighteenth-century intellectuals 

were preoccupied with theories about the right ruler and ideal state models. The 

English dramatist George Lillo (1690-1739) published in 1730 Elmerick, or Justice 

triumphant, which was presented in the Drury Lane theatre with great success.313 In 

this play, King Endre II was pictured as the constitutionally reigning ruler. George 

Stephens also wrote a version of the Bánk-bán story, entitled Gertrude and Beatrice, 

or the Queen of Hungary (1839). In France, the first mention of the Bánk-bán story is 

                                                                                                                                       
current political situation most of her murderers remained unpunished during the rule of Andrew II. 
Only Gertrude's son Béla IV took revenge after elevated to the throne. 
312 For more details on the period see A Concise History of Hungary, (ed. István György-Tóth), 
Budapest: Corvina-Osiris, 2005, 67-70.  
313 Magyar Színháztörténet 1790-1873, 367. 
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from 1726. In Italy, two short stories about Bánk bán were claimed to have been 

written by Boccaccio, but theyturned out to be forgeries based on Bonfini’s text.314 

Amadeo di Francesco, an Italian Hungarologist discovered a Croatian version of the 

Bánk story. In Germany, the Bánk bán story also circulated in several versions. József 

Katona read one of them, written by a certain first name Müller, whose first name we 

do not know. Some believe that Goethe may have read Bánk bán’s story because he 

who wrote a poem about Hans Sachs and was familiar with the works of his. What we 

know for sure is that a Hungarian student, Ede Lakfalvy, wrote a letter to Schiller in 

1793, advising him to write dramas about such outstanding figures of Hungarian 

history as Rákóczy, Nádasdy or Bánk.315  

Bánk was made popular in Europe by the Austrian playwright, Franz Grillparzer, 

who wrote a commissioned drama for the coronation of Karolina Augusta, wife of 

Emperor Franz I in 1825. Grillparzer finished the play only three years later. 

Grillparzer’s title, Ein treuer Diener seines Herrn (A true servant of his Lord), 

suggests already that the play did not encourage regicide, but the Emperor 

nevertheless offered to buy the rights, just to prevent its spreading. In 1830, at the 

news of the new revolutionary movements in France, he forbade the drama’s 

performance.316  

In Hungary the story of Bánk also had a rich tradition and was recycled many 

times. András Valkay (1540-1587) published a poem about Bánk titled Krónikás ének 

az nagyúr Bánk bánról (Chronicle song about the great Lord Bánk bán) in 1567 in 

Transylvania, at a time, when he had good reasons to fear that the Habsburgs would 

occupy Transylvania. Valkay’s poem had been published six times within twenty-

seven years, making it perhaps the first Hungarian “best seller”. Gáspár Heltai (1490-

1574), a writer and press owner in Kolozsvár, published in 1575 the first history of 

the Hungarian people, the Chronica az Magyaroknac dolgairúl (Chronicle about the 

history of the Hungarians), based on Bonfini’s chronicle.  

In the school theatres, the Bánk-bán topic was also very popular. István Geleji 

Katona (1589-1649), a protestant preacher, mentioned in one of his sermons in 1645 a 

performance of the Bánk story. In 1765 the students of the Jesuit school from Kassa 

(Kosice) played a drama about Bánk. In the nineteenth century, four Hungarian plays 

                                                
314 Kerényi, Ferenc (ed.): Katona József, Bánk bán, Budapest: Matúra- Ikon, 1992, 6.  
315 Ibid. 
316 Ibid. 
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were based on the story: a drama written around 1820 by the leading poet of the age, 

Sándor Kisfaludy (1772-1844); a drama from 1810 by Elek József Horváth (1822-

1876); a third one from 1827 by the Transylvanian writer Sándor Boér titled Gróf 

Bankó vagy a kerítőség bére (Count Bankó or the price of the matchmaker); and 

József Katona’s Bánk bán, which became the most famous.  

 

V. József Katona’s Bánk bán  

 

József Katona, a playwright, actor and lawyer, was one of the most important 

figures of Hungarian theatre life at the beginning of the nineteenth century. He played 

with Déryné’s strolling theatre company, and was among the actors who performed 

both in the Rondella and the Castle theatres of Buda. Katona’s wish to act in a 

permanent Hungarian stone theatre in Pest could not be fulfilled, for the Hungarian 

Theatre of Pest opened only in 1837, seven years after his death. However, in 

Kolozsvár (Cluj, Klausenburg) theatre life had flourished within the first Hungarian 

stone theatre since 1821. Kolozsvár contributed, though indirectly, to the creation and 

the popularisation of Katona’s Bánk bán.  

The literary journal Erdélyi Múzeum, based in Kolozsvár and edited by Gábor 

Döbrentei, announced in 1814 a drama competition for heroic historical dramas. 

Katona’s  Bánk bán apparently did not reach the jury because it was not listed in the 

journal among the submitted ones. However, Katona remarked in a note to Bánk bán 

that he wrote it in response to an appeal “for a new theatre play announced in Erdélyi 

Múzeum”. What we do not know is whether he eventually sent his drama or not to the 

jury. He later thought that the competition was either postponed for financial reasons, 

or it was simply dismissed, because the committee could not award any of the 

received works.317  

It is possible that Katona submitted his drama but jury may have refused even to 

consider it because it dealt with regicide. According to the law issued by the Viennese 

censor F.K. Hägelin in 1794, it was forbidden to present the murder of a royal person 

on stage. Featuring a king or a queen as a morally weak personality was even more 

strictly prohibited, and one of the German Bánk báns, presumably the work of the 

                                                
317 „Ötödik éve, hogy készítettem e darabot, mikor az Erdélyi Múzeumban a kolozsvári leendő 
játékszíntől felszólítást hirdettetett. Nem volt-e pénz? Vagy – amit szégyen volna hinni – nem 
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Piarist János Erdődy, was therefore forbidden in 1794. Elek József Horváth, the 

mentioned author of a nineteenth-century Bánk bán, dedicated his work to count 

József Sigray but advised him to keep it hidden in his library, “because in these days 

this play cannot be brought into daylight”. It was published only in 1929. 318  

 In 1906 a manuscript was discovered in the attic of a cottage near Kecskemét, 

which turned out to be the first version of Katona’s Bánk bán, written in 1815, the 

date mentioned in the foreword to the play. This may have been the manuscript he 

intended but never submitted to Kolozsvár. He read it to a strolling theatre company, 

which performed it in Kecskemét in 1816. One of the most remarkable actors, Miklós 

Udvarhelyi (1790-1864), immediately felt attracted to the drama, and chose it as a 

benefit performance in 1833 in Kassa (Kosice). This is the first time Katona’s Bánk 

bán was ever performed by actors. The Kassa performance used a later version of the 

play, which Katona published in 1819. According to Katona’s foreword to this 

version, he revised and amended the drama according to the remarks of his friend, 

Boldizsár Bárány (1793-1860), who sent him a Rosta (Criticism) in 1817.  

The censor forbade the performance of the 1819 version most probably because of 

the murder scene of Queen Gertrude.  However, the censor permitted the publishing 

of the drama, so one year later, in 1820, Katona sent his play to the renowned 

publisher in Pest, János Tamás Trattner (1789-1825). Bánk bán was published in the 

same year.319 Trattner complained that he could sell only twenty books in the first 

year. Katona expressed his disillusionment in 1821 in an article titled Mi az oka, hogy 

Magyarországban a Játékszíni Költő-mesterség lábra nem tud kapni? (What is the 

cause that in Hungary the dramatic art cannot establish itself?). 320 

No reviews of Bánk bán appeared, and even his hometown, Kecskemét, which 

bought a few copies, only appreciated it as a “remarkable undertaking to forward the 

cause of the Hungarian drama.”321 Hungarian writers and critics discovered it only 

after it had already become popular with the Hungarian public due to its frequent 

staging after 1833. 

We cannot blame the censor alone only for the long neglect of Katona’s Bánk bán. 

It is most likely that the sarcastic and self-ironic style of Katona’s pamphlet about the 

                                                                                                                                       
találtatott valamirevaló munka? De valójában a híre is elnémult, vagy legalább én nem tudok róla.” In 
Katona, 24.  
318 Orosz, László, A Bánk bán értelmezésének története, Budapest: Krónika Nova, 1999, 13. 
319 Orosz, 19. 
320 In Tudományos Gyűjtemény, 1821, IV, 3-22. 
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state of the Hungarian drama has offended some of his contemporaries, among them 

Ferenc Kölcsey, a recognised poet, Ferenc Kazinczy, a linguist and organiser of 

contemporary literary life or Károly Kisfaludy, playwright and poet. Katona referred 

indirectly to all of them in his pamphlet, though we cannot presume that he actually 

wanted to criticise or hurt them. None of his letters or remarks would suggest that he 

wanted to continue the polemics or that he was hostile towards any of his 

contemporaries. After the difficulties experienced as a playwright, he retreated to 

Kecskemét and practised law until the end of his life in 1830. He saw no review of his 

drama or see the successes of the Bánk bán performances. However, thanks to 

enthusiastic theatre players and, later, to Erkel, posterity recognised Katona, and his 

play became the Hungarian national drama. 

The canonisation process of the Bánk-bán story reveals the impossibility of 

writing an organic literary history based solely on works written in a national 

language or bound to only one cultural community. Culture transgresses the 

boundaries of genres, media and nations. Consider, for instance, that Katona wanted 

to write an original drama but fifteen percent of his final work consisted of 

“quotations”. He chose the topic, but the characters and the plot were already given. 

Though we would like to think that he read some of the Hungarian Bánk bán 

adaptations, it cannot be proved that any of them served as a primary source of 

inspiration. Instead, he mentioned as his source Csery’s novel entitled Otto, which 

was translated from German and was originally written by a certain Müller. In the 

notes added to the 1815 version, Katona mentions Karl von Eckartshausen (1752-

1803) and his work entitled Der Prinz und sein Freund (The Prince and his friend) 

(1789) which was published in Pest. The other name that comes up is Leonhard 

Wächter (1762-1837), who published under the pseudonym Veit Weber a seven 

volume series entitled Sagen der Vorzeit. This was a collection of medieval chivalrous 

stories and historical sagas that presented the Middle Ages according to the ideologies 

of the Enlightenment. Knights fighting for majestic public interests appealed to 

Katona’s fantasy already imbued with patriotism. He borrowed from this book about 

250 lines, and 70 verses from Eckartshausen.322 Nevertheless, Katona’s play was 

received as an authentic Hungarian national drama. Theatre companies had the 

greatest role in popularising Bánk bán. We do not have any reliable data about the 
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earliest performances, only rumour that the play was performed in 1826 in Pécs and in 

1828 in Kassa. We saw that the actor Miklós Udvarhelyi chose the play as his benefit 

performance in 1833 in Kassa. In 1834 it was performed in Kolozsvár, again as a 

benefit performance for the actor, Gábor Egressy, just as in 1839 for Kántorné, 

starring as Melinda. In between it was performed in 1836 in Buda, too. We have only 

few records about audience reactions, but know that it was the favourite of the 

actors.323  

The ever-stricter censorship forbade performances of Bánk bán in 1837-38. 

Kossuth, the future leader of the revolution, was arrested, a legal action ran against 

count Wesselény, and the first issue of Hírnök, a Hungarian journal supported by the 

Viennese court, appeared. This was the periodical that was involved in the opera war 

via its editor, János Munkácsy, playwright, Viennese informant, and ardent opera 

lover. Though the representatives of the Hungarian Reform Movement did not know 

that Munkácsy was a secret agent, they mistrusted and disliked him simply because of 

his journal was supported by Vienna. The other party, the reformist opposition, did 

not further Bánk bán’s canonisation either. Bajza, the director of the theatre in Pest 

and Munkácsy’s main adversary in the opera war, favoured dramas written in the 

spirit of French classicism, and appreciated action instead of tableau-like portrayals of 

sentiments. Nevertheless, because of its shortcomings as a theatre play, this drama 

with its static images and strong emotional clashes was suitable for the operatic stage.  

The radicals – the actor Egressy, the poet Garay and the critic János Erdélyi, who 

formed with other intellectuals a group similar to Junges Deutschland in Germany – 

regarded Katona’s work as one of the most important dramas written in Hungarian. 

The political oppression of 1837 eased after 1840. In Kolozsvár, Bánk bán was 

performed again in 1842. In 1844-45 censorship became harsher again, and the public 

enthusiastically greeted performances suggesting revolutionary ideas. In 1844, Erkel’s 

Hunyadi László as well as Mihály Vörösmarty’s Czilley és a Hunyadiak were 

performed to great public acclaim. There were twenty-two performances of Bánk bán 

in the National Theatre of Pest between 1845 and 1848.  

“At public demand”, the National Theatre performed Bánk bán on March 15, 1848 

the day the revolution broke out in Pest. The actors were interrupted and the audience 

demanded that they sing the choir passages of Erkel’s Hunyadi, the Marseillaise and 
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the Rákóczy March. During the years of oppression after the revolution Bánk bán’s 

reception was two-fold: on the one hand it instigated more hostile feelings against the 

“foreigners”. On the other hand, it triggered literary debates about its dramatic 

structure, mainly about the last act, in which the king comes on the stage and pardons 

Bánk. Critics disliked this part most, because they considered it illogical from the 

point of view of the dramatic composition.  

Three leading literary personalities of the age intended to talk about Bánk bán in 

their inauguration speech at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences: János Arany, Pál 

Gyulai and Károly Szász. Eventually only Gyulai gave a lecture about Bánk bán in 

1860, but Arany wrote an analysis of the play in 1879. According to Gyulai, Bánk bán 

was the best tragedy written in Hungarian. Significantly, the message of Katona’s 

play was, in his opinion, not hatred against foreigners. On the contrary, Katona 

wished to illustrate the tragedy of a country in which conspiracy and aggression had 

gained a foothold. Before the Ausgleich of 1867, Bánk bán could only be performed 

in a strictly censored version, and the 1868 staging in the National Theatre in Pest  

had to use a censored text. In the twentieth century, Katona’s drama was considered 

difficult to understand, and it was submitted to Gyula Illyés (1902-1983), a leading 

national poet, for “revision”. The new version was presented in 1975. It was not a 

good adaptation, and was soon forgotten after its first performance. 

 

VI. The opera Bánk bán 

 

Erkel’s opera Bánk bán, based on Béni Egressy’s libretto, was first staged in 1861, 

at the National Theatre in Pest. “Never and nowhere did any opera play such an 

important role as Erkel’s Bánk bán in these crucial times in Hungary.” – wrote Kornél 

Ábrányi, editor of the first Hungarian musical journal, Zenészeti Lapok (1860-1876), 

in his Erkel biography. Of course, “never” and “nowhere” are rhetorical 

exaggerations, because some of Verdi’s operas or Auber’s La Muette de la Portici 

played similar roles, and in the second half of the century Wagner’s music dramas 

also stirred up intensive debates about politics and art. However, Ábrányi did not 

exaggerate the significance of Erkel’s Bánk bán in Hungary, which came to 

overshadow Katona’s drama. The public esteem of Erkel’s work cannot be reduced 
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simply to politics. The opera has to be interpreted within the historical and cultural 

context that produced it, and time and again re-produced it. Until 1884, the opening of 

the Opera House in Budapest, Bánk bán was performed 108 times, while Katona’s 

play only 38 times.324 

One of the reasons why Erkel’s Bánk bán could become so famous was the 

popularity of the opera genre itself. As we saw in the previous chapter, the theatre-

going public preferred opera to prose theatre. Though the liberal opposition argued 

that opera was a foreign art that did not further the Hungarian cause, the public 

embraced the genre; it acclaimed Erkel as a national composer and Hunyadi and Bánk 

bán as national operas. Art appreciation trumped politics by inscribing national values 

into Erkel’s operas without explicitly using them as means of propaganda.  

Egressy modified substantially Katona’s drama. He left out some of Katona’s 

characters, and he inserted into his libretto several popular poems by Mihály 

Vörösmarty, for instance Petur’s drinking song in Act I, or, in Act II, reminiscences of 

the Szózat as composed by Egressy in 1843. However, the libretto’s version as we 

know it today325 preserved only five percent of Egressy’s text.326 In 1940 Kálmán 

Nádasdy revised it, just as he did five years earlier in the case of Hunyadi László. 

Nádor Rékai also adjusted the music, and this is the variant we hear on the latest, 

much debated, recording of the opera-film directed by Csaba Káel in 2001. 

Fortunately, the facsimile edition of the piano version, published in 1908 by 

Rózsavölgyi & Co., has recently been re-printed, and this gives us an idea of the 

original version.  

 Contrary to Ferenc Liszt, with whom Erkel directed the Hungarian Music 

Academy in Budapest as of 1875, Erkel left no collections of correspondence or 

essays behind. He did not join the Romantic trend of writing about his compositions, 

nor did he analyse problems in music aesthetics. He tried to avoid as much as possible 

debates and publicity. His letters do not reveal his mind. However, he wrote a seven-

page long manuscript about the structure and composition of the Bánk bán – an 

exceptionally rare document, the only thorough analysis that Erkel ever wrote about 

his operas. It dates from early March 1861, which means that it was written before the 

opera’s first night. Erkel may have written it at the request of János Pompéry (1819-
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1884), editor of the journal Magyarország.327 This is the only document to help us 

reconstruct Bánk bán’s originally staging; it also reveals Erkel’s intention as 

composer and his ideas about music in general, which helps us placing him in the 

epistemic system of nineteenth-century Hungarian national thought and music. 

Erkel calls the music of Bánk bán’s prelude, “antique style”. First it shows the 

way verbunkos was perceived by the nineteenth-century public: as antique, as 

something very old and typically Hungarian. Though it dates only from the eighteenth 

century, its rhythm can already be found in earlier Hungarian dance music. The 

second conclusion we might draw from Erkel’s remark is that he imagined this 

prelude in the style of Gluck’s operatic preludes. Looking back at thirteenth-century 

Hungary, Erkel mixed in the prelude with great mastery the baroque style with the 

verbunkos.328  

The choir of the queen’s courtiers originally sang a drinking song in A major at 

the beginning of Act I. In the version we can hear today, this “Örömkönnyek 

ragyogása” (Tears of joy) choir is positioned after the drinking song of Petur. The 

shift resulted in a logical dramatic contrast; the two choruses constitute an impressive 

tableau-like dialogue between the foreigners and the Hungarians. The choir of the 

Hungarians follows Petur’s declamation about the unfortunate state of the country. 

This begins in A minor and modulates towards the end with the refrain to A major. 

The ensemble of Queen Gertrude, Melinda, Otto and Biberach starts in E minor in 

“contrapuntal style” and modulates into E major, which Erkel calls a “brilliant style”. 

This is followed by the duet sang by Melinda and Otto, which starts in A major in 

“French style” and later imitates a “grovelling Italian style” ending in furioso in D 

minor. In the next scene we see Bánk singing in a “grave” C minor; the later Cavatina, 

in which he remembers his happy days with Melinda, is in A sharp major, but the 

concluding “furiosissimo” is in C minor. Biberach, “the other Iago”, starts in an 

Andante Sostenuto, in the “dolorous style” if G minor, which modulates to the even 

“more sorrowful style” of B minor, and then into the “duetto furioso” or “Garibaldi 

style” of D flat major. This is followed by a Cabaletta in “real Hungarian style” in G 

major and in a quick, passionate tempo. This is where Erkel originally inserted a 

ballet scene in “foreign style” and a Hungarian csárdás dance, which he calls “my 

own characteristic”. This structural position of the dance, which we can also find in 
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the piano version, was criticised by many contemporaries because justly they felt that 

the dance arrests the rhythm of the action and should be replaced somewhere else. 

Erkel finally found the best solution: the dance in E major is positioned after Bánk’s 

conversation with Petur, who convinces Bánk that the cause of the rebels is righteous. 

Since this “conversion” gives reason for celebration for the Hungarians, the csárdás 

section seems a logical choice. But this csárdás is not a dance of joy, but rather a 

dance macabre. Just as Petur’s drinking song is in his own words not a happy 

cheering but a “bitter song” (“de keserű legyen!”), the csárdás is a dance of death: 

“három tánc a halálig!” (three dances before death). 

Erkel called the finale of Act I, an ensemble of Melinda, Otto, Petur and Gertrude, 

one of the best pieces in the opera. The foreigners’ and Hungarians’ choruses join this 

ensemble, which makes it particularly dramatic: the choir of the courtiers reassures 

the queen, “Oh, our Lady, mercy is with you only!”, while the choir of the rebels 

sings “Fair Melinda, don’t be sad!”. The ensemble starts in F minor and modulates 

into F major, which key is associated with the rebels. Erkel right thought that this was 

a masterpiece; it could have been presented with great dramatic effect on any grand 

opéra stage. It can be also perceived as one of the most beautiful operatic 

representations of the nineteenth-century Hungary. We can witness the clashing 

polyphonic voices of the nation. The second act begins with an aria sang by Bánk in a 

“grievous style” in C minor, one of the most famous arias of Hungarian opera: 

“Hazám, hazám te mindenem” (My homeland, my homeland, my everything!) 

(Example 4). The rest is dominated by impressive duets. 

Tiborc appears on the stage; his long recitative relates to Bánk the miserable fate 

of the Hungarian peasants. In the end they join in a duet in verbunkos style. Erkel 

considered this also as “one of the best numbers in the opera”. It is certainly one of 

the most remarkable duets in Hungarian style, comparable to Mária’s and László’s 

duet in Act III of Hunyadi, or the duet of Bánk and Melinda towards the end of Act II 

in Bánk bán. Before the latter duet we hear a lyrical passage and witness her mental 

breakdown: “Bánk fogd föl a nyilat” (Bánk, ward off the arrow). This is followed by 

Bánk’s famous curse.  

Before the scene in the Queen’s chamber, slow verbukos music dominates the 

score, both in an instrumental section and in Melinda’s and Bánk’s final duet in A 
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major, composed in a “pure Hungarian style till the end of the duet”. The composer 

draws our attention to the many “exotic instruments: Viola d’amour, the Hungarian 

cimbalom, and the English horn. As Melinda begins to sing, “Ölj meg engem Bánk” 

(Kill me Bánk), the music modulates to C major, which, together with C minor, 

becomes associated with the grievous scenes, especially those of Bánk and Melinda, 

throughout the opera. C minor dominates the duet of Bánk and Queen Gertrude, “the 

gravest and most tragic scene of all” (Erkel). The music of this part contains a 

reminiscence from Beethoven’s Fifth, the famous short-short-short-long, 3+1 motif, 

but Erkel does not mention it in his manuscript. The scene ends with a “pregante” in 

Bánk’s Hungarian style aria, which was originally followed by the king’s arrival but 

cut from the later version. Act II ends with Bánk’s aria.  

Act III starts with a lyrical prelude, in which the cimbalom plays a central role. 

Erkel’s contemporaries regarded this instrument as typical Hungarian, and articles of 

in the Zenészeti lapok also popularised it. Erkel does not discus this act too carefully. 

He only mentioned the storm scene, during which Melinda jumps in Tisza river with 

her child. Compared to Hunyadi László we can note that Bánk Bán contains are more 

lyrical passages as well as longer recitatives and instrumental interludes. In the 

orchestration the greatest innovation is the introduction of the cimbalom, which gives 

an additional Hungarian tint to the music. String instruments have the most important 

role in Melinda’s arias. Although Erkel’s analysis of the opera makes not reference to 

it, the music occasionally makes use of folk songs. One of the most obvious examples 

is Bánk’s aria in Act II, “Hol van homlokod liliom virága?” (Where is the lily flower 

of thy forehead?/Where is the shining chastity…?), about which Erkel only writes that 

it is characterised by “pure Hungarian style”. The other folk-like melody appears in 

the mentioneddance macabre csárdás of Act I.   

Erkel complained that he would have need three times as many singers in the 

choir of the last scene, but he was very content with Bánk’s performance. The king’s 

aria “Vérlázító e bűnös pártütés” (This sinful treason is revolting) in Act III is written 

in Italian style, and concludes with one of the most popular scenes, the “tetemrehívás” 

(ordeal of the catafalque or ordeal of the bier).  

Many contemporaries linked Bánk bán to the ballad Zách Klára, which had 

already been canonised in Hungarian literature before Erkel’s time and also involved 

the motif of bier ordeal. According to a belief, if the murderer approaches the victim’s 

body, the corpse begins to bleed. Bánk bán also uses this ancient practice that had 
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become a popular Hungarian literary topic. However, before Bánk was confronted 

with Gertrude’s corpse, Tiborc appears to confront him with the dead bodies of 

Melinda and her child. While Katona ends his Bánk bán with the king’s pardon 

(“rather than our Hungarian homeland, the queen was destroyed.”), the opera forgoes 

it and leaves matters open. The opera’s ending may support Gyulai’s inaugural 

interpretation to Katona’s work: Bánk bán shows what happens with a country torn by 

internal conspiracies and violence.  

The opera does not suggest optimism:  Melinda, whose fate is associated with the 

country’s destiny, is a victim, like Queen Gertrude (a theme for as yet unwritten 

feminist interpretations). Bánk was unable to save his wife and country. He becomes a 

tragic hero in the sense of the antique Greek tragedies: he falls because of an 

involuntary fault. But against whom did he commit the tragic fault? The country? 

Gertrude? Melinda? It seems that everyone is hurt: the country, the king as well as 

Bánk. Before the final unmotivated praise of God there is no forgiveness, only Bánk’s 

bitter and ironic remark: “King…you vengeance is completed…”. Erkel justly calls 

the style of Act III “requiem like”. It is foreshadowed in the csárdás macabre dance of 

the Act I ending with the verse “Three dances before death”. 

Mosonyi wrote the most careful review of Bánk bán, in the Zenészeti lapok. He 

praised Erkel’s opera because of its national style and because of its overall artistic 

craftsmanship. Mosonyi criticised only the recitatives, which were, in his view, not 

chiselled enough. This was to be expected from the Wagnerite Mosonyi: he preferred 

a declamatory style to Erkel’s, Italian-style. Mosonyi admired the singers and the 

orchestra, as well as the lavish stage scenery of the first staging, but he wanted to hear 

more Hungarian songs (magyar nóta), for these represent, according to him, real 

national music.329 

Erkel’s article and our analysis suggest that Erkel actually did not intend to write 

an opera in a Hungarian style. However, the intonation of most of the passages and 

the topic itself definitely endorsed the interpretation of Bánk bán as a Hungarian 

national opera next to Hunyadi László. Erkel fashioned the different historical layers 

and their representations, transmitted by several media and the various cultures, what 

cultures into the meaning system of the present and shaped to be able to function in 

the epistemological system called Hungarian nation in 1861. 
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Unlike theatre, opera was first not used for political propaganda or for a specific 

aesthetic program. There was no theory of opera in Hungary at that time. Though 

some Hungarian musicians and intellectuals were concerned with the idea of national 

music and the theoretical aspects of a national opera, Erkel’s operas became popular 

and was regarded as national because of the way they were received by a wide public. 

The importance of these operas in nineteenth-century cannot be explained solely by 

referring to their dominant or exclusive characteristics: they were a blend of different 

international operatic styles. Nevertheless, this hybridity could make it more 

accessible to an international public. We cannot ascribe these operas’ popularity 

solely to the appearance of Hungarian music on stage only. Their prominence must be 

explained within the changing cultural system that stimulated their creation and 

reception. In this process of reception and creation active theatre life had a crucial 

role. So did the literary and cultural memories of Hungarian history that began to be 

cultivated, transformed and forged by nineteenth-century intellectuals.  
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Chapter Eight 

 

Mihai Viteazul as Nation-Builder in the Romanian National 

Imagination 

 
“Turning to ethnic minorities, many of whom 
are vertical and demotic in character and have 
communal mythomoteurs, we find that the 
sacred and religious factors assume even a 
greater importance than in dynastic ethnic 
states.” (Anthony D. Smith)330 

 

“Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, 
its function is to talk about them; simply, it 
purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives 
them a natural and eternal justification, it 
gives them a clarity which is not that of an 
explanation but that of a statement of fact.” 
(Roland Barthes)331 

 

 

I. Mihai Viteazul - The historical figure  

 

Mihai Viteazul (1558-1601) was the Prince of Wallachia from 1593-1601 and for 

the short period 1599-1600 Prince of Moldova and Transylvania. Thus he was 

reigning over the territory of present day Romania. His time in power coincided with 

the Long or Fifteen Years’ War (1593-1606), a series of battles between the Habsburg 

Monarchy and the Ottoman Empire. Mihai was at that time one of the wealthiest 

nobles in Wallachia.332 He was raised to the throne with the help of the Sultan in 

1593, but he soon turned against his patron: next year he joined the Christian alliance 

of European powers against the Turks, and he signed between 1592 and 1595 treaties 

with Zsigmond Báthory (1572-1613), Prince of Transylvania, and Aron Vodă Tiranul 

Prince of Moldova. He started a campaign against the Turks in the autumn of 1594. 

His greatest victory was at Călugăreni (near the Neajlov river) on August 13, 1595, 

when he defeated the Ottoman army led by Sinan Pasha. With the help of Zsigmond 
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Báthory he captured Târgovişte, Bucharest and Brăila, thus temporarily freeing 

Wallachia from the Ottoman rule. 

In the meantime, Zsigmond Báthory resigned as Prince in favour of his cousin 

Cardinal András Báthory (1566-1599), the nephew of István Báthory (1533-1586), 

King of Poland (1571-1586). The rule of András Báthory meant that Transylvania fell 

under the influence of the King of Poland. In order to prevent the spreading power of 

the Polish King – who was also interested in Moldova333 – Mihai restarted 

negotiations with the Habsburg monarch Rudolf. 

At the same time, both Zsigmond and András Báthory had to face the resistance of 

the Seklers, who were promised freedom during the Ottoman wars in a warrant signed 

by Zsigmond Báthory in 1595. András Báthory withdrew these privileges, the Seklers 

revolted, and joined Mihai’s side instead of reinforcing Báthory’s army. With their 

help Mihai became the ruler of Transylvania in 1599. Because Mihai refused to 

recognise Rudolf’s rights over Transylvania, the Emperor turned against him, and sent 

in General Giorgio Basta to restore Habsburg rule in Transylvania. Mihai started a 

military campaign against Moldova and he defeated the Polish and Moldovian armies 

of Prince Ieremia Movilă at Bacău. This marks the brief moment when Transylvania, 

Moldova and Wallachia had a common ruler. (Map 4) 

However, the momentary unification of the three principalities, which later 

became the founding moment for the Romanian nationalist history writers, was not 

induced by any ideas of nation-building or national feeling. It was the result of Mihai 

Viteazul’s excellently manoeuvred political ambition; he recognised that Transylvania 

was weakening due to internal conflicts, and he reached his goal of becoming a 

significant power in the Habsburg-Ottoman sphere with Rudolf’s help.  

Mihai’s success and rule over the three principalities did not last for long: after he 

helped Basta to defeat the army of the Hungarian nobility led by Zsigmond Báthory at 

Goroszló (Gurăslău), the general had Mihai assassinated on August 9, 1601, in Torda. 

Still, Mihai’s victory against the Ottoman army, and his unification of the three 

principalities made him a symbolic figure of the nineteenth-century Romanians 

seeking for independence. Beginning with Bălcescu, Romanian nationalist historians 

came to regard Mihai Viteazul as the founder of modern Romania, one who forged a 

single unified Romanian state. 
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II.  Representations of Mihai Viteazul in Romanian Historiography  

 

Lucian Boia argues that in the transformations of Mihai Viteazul’s figure one can 

trace the ideological changes in Romanian collective consciousness.334 Mihai’s figure 

in the historiography until the nineteenth century was different from the late 

nineteenth-century and twentieth century portraits. Neither in the writings of the 

seventeenth-century chroniclers, nor in the works of the so-called Transylvanian 

School335 was Mihai depicted as a national icon. These narratives frequently praised 

the idea of Christianity, the ambitious plans of the warrior hero, and his good 

relationship with the Habsburg Emperor Rudolf. Nineteenth-century intellectuals 

relied on and elaborated on Mihai’s impressive military and political ambitions and 

transformed them into a national narrative.  

Miron Costin (1633-1691) the Moldovian humanist chronicler, who lived and 

studied until he was twenty in Poland, depicted Mihai as conqueror of Transylvania 

and Moldova, who was “the cause of much sorrow and bloodbath”, and “also hated by 

his fellow Wallachians, because he was the source of many wars”.336 It is 

understandable that Costin was not enthusiastic about Mihai, because as a Moldovian 

patriot with Polish affiliations, could not support one who occupied Moldova and 

defeated the Polish army in 1600. 

Mihai’s portrayal from the Wallachian side does not show any nationalistic traits 

either. A chronicle Istoria domnilor Ţării Româneşti (The History of Wallachian 
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Rulers), attributed to Radu Popescu and written at the end of the seventeenth century, 

discredited all of Mihai’s adversaries: the Turks, Moldovians, Poles and Hungarians: 

“Mihai conquered them because they were all as stupid like an ass.”337 This chronicler 

also mentions that Rudolf was very pleased with Mihai’s triumphs and reign in 

Transylvania, because “the Hungarians were always against the German emperor.”338 

The remark illustrate, once more the Divide et Impera politics of the Habsburgs. They 

usually generated hostile feelings against the Hungarians, because they presented the 

greatest threat.  

The representatives of the Transylvanian School, the founders of nineteenth-

century Romanian nationalism, did not depict Mihai as a national hero nor did regard 

his political success as a symbol for a unified Romanian state. Samuil Micu (1746-

1806) mentions in his Scurtă cunoştiinta a istoriei românilor (1796) only that Mihai 

was a great warrior who defeated both the Turks and the Transylvanians and offered 

Transylvania to the Emperor Rudolf.”339 Gheorge Şincai (1754-1816) dedicated in 

Hronica românilor şi a mai multor neamuri (1811) a long description to Mihai 

Viteazul. He depicted Mihai as a hero and contrasted him with his enemies, but the 

political idea of a unified Romanian state does not appear in this publication. 

Damaschin Bojinică, a disciple of the Transylvanian School, published a biography of 

Mihai Viteazul under the title Vestitele fapte si perirea lui Mihai Viteazul, prinţipul 

Tării Românesti (1830), where the main accent fell on Mihai’s heroic fights against 

the Ottoman Empire, but he did not appear as a national hero as yet.340 

Aaron Florian (1805-1887) embodies a turning point in the shift that changed 

Mihai’s representation from a Christian hero and gifted politician towards a national 

idol. Florian was a Transylvanian historian, who studied in the 1820s in Buda and 

founded in 1837 the journal Romania that later inspired the name of the country. 

Between 1853 and 1856 he was the editor of the Habsburg Empire’s official journal in 

Romanian. He depicts Mihai in his Idee repede de istoria prinţipatului Ţării 

Românesti. I–III (1835-38) as a national symbol and unifier of the country. His two 

hundred pages on Mihai constituted an apotheosis of the Prince. The only reproach he 
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made to Mihai was that in the absence of a constitution he could not keep the 

principalities together.341  

The Moldovan historian, Mihail Kogălniceanu (1817-1891), who had studied in 

Berlin and became the Prime Minister of the unified principalities of Moldova and 

Wallachia in 1863, did not view initially Mihai as a great Romanian unifier. He 

mentioned Mihai’s impressive political ambition to become ruler of Transylvania in 

his Histoire de la Walachie (1837), but did not go any further than that.342 However, 

by 1843, Mihai appeared in his opening lecture of the history course at the Academia 

Mihăileana in Iaşi, as the heroic national statesman who managed to unify the 

scattered lands of Dacia343. 

From the late 1840s onward, Mihai’s image underwent a remarkable change in 

Romanian historiography.344 He was gradually portrayed as the unifier of the 

“Romanian Lands” or ruler of the “old territory” of Dacia. The three great Romanian 

theories of history that founded the ideology of “Great Romania” merged in those 

decades: the theory of continuity,345 according to which present day Romanians are 

the descendants of the ancient Dacians and Romans; the theory of Romanian unity, 

which claims that Romanians from Transylvania, Wallachia and Moldova basically 

share the same national traditions; and the mythologized image of Mihai Viteazul. 

Nicolae Bălcescu (1819-1852), a disciple of Florian, became the most prominent 

founding father of the myth about Mihai Viteazul as a national hero. He dedicated a 

monumental work to the memory of the Wallachian Prince, which he began in 1847 

                                                
341 Ştefănescu, Ştefan (Coord.): Enciclopedia istoriografiei româneşti, Bucureşti, 1978. 
342 Kogălniceanu, Mihail: Histoire de la Valachie, de la Moldavie et des Valaques transdanubiens, In. 
Opere, vol. II, (Ed. Alexandru Zub), Bucureşti: Editura Academiei, 1976, 177. 
343 Dacia refers to a territory of Southeastern Europe that was bound by the Carpathians on the north, 
the Danube on the south, the Tisza river on the west and the Nistru river (now in eastern Moldova) on 
the east. It corresponds more or less to present day Romania and Moldova, as well as some parts of 
Ukraine, Hungary and Bulgaria. The capital of Dacia was Sarmisegetusa (today in Orastie Mountains 
in Romania). It was built in the 1st centuries BC and AD in order to protect Dacia from the Roman 
invasion. The Roman Empire, led by Emperor Traianus, conquered Dacia in two significant battles in 
101-102 and 105-106. The capital of Roman Dacia preserved the name of Sarmisegetusa (Colonia 
Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa) and the Romans established a military garrison on the 
occupied land. (See History of Transylvania, vol. 1, (eds. Köpeczy, Béla, Makkai, László and Mócsy, 
András), New York: Columbia University Press, 2001, 42-60.) 
344 Istoria României (Bărbulescu-Deletant-Hitchins-Papacostea, Teodor), 297. 
345 The Daco-Roman origin is the topic of many debates among historians. Nationalism used is a 
vehicle to underpin the ideology of Romanian unity. (One of the most objective approach to the 
Romanian continuity theory see in Boia, Lucian: Istorie şi mit în conştiinţa Românească, Bucureşti: 
Humanitas, (1997), 2006, 189-214.; in English the same book History and Myth in Romanian 
Consciousness, Budapest-New York: Central European University Press, 2001.; and Mituri istorice 
româneşti, (ed. Boia, Lucian), Bucureşti: Ediţia Universităţii Bucureşti, 1995.)  
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and could not complete before his death in 1852. In this book of more than three 

hundred pages, Istoria Românilor sub Mihai Vodă Viteazul, Mihai is depicted as an 

unequivocal national icon, whose political actions were motivated by the thought of 

“national unity”. Further he argued: “the memory of a unified way of life is deeply 

inscribed in the consciousness of all the Romanians, which they strive to achieve 

again […] this is why they hate the tyrannical Hungarians. […] This sense of 

belonging together that reigned in the heart of every true Romanian explains why the 

Transylvanian Romanians were always ready to join forces whenever a Romanian 

flag was flattering on the peaks of the Carpathian Mountains.”346 According to 

Bălcescu, Mihai Viteazul “felt strong enough to unite the Romanians in one single 

state and in this way to restore the ancient Kingdom of Dacia.”347 “The Romanian 

brothers united under one single fatherland” during Mihai’s reign.348 

Bălcescu also wrote a draft for his book349 in which Mihai’s figure was set against 

the background of some kind of collective “national” consciousness of the 

Romanians. After a two-page introduction of philosophical pondering about God and 

his right to interfere when human history becomes unjust, Bălcescu traced the 

Romanian history from the Romanian colonists until the “barbarian Turkish burglars”. 

Then he enumerated the brave deeds of the various Romanian rulers of Wallachia and 

Moldova: he defined the Romanian striving for national independence as a fight for 

Christian values350, as well as a liberation movement against the Hungarian 

oppressors. Later he also included in the picture the Greeks, who were eventually 

hated by the Romanians because the Turks brought them to rule over them.  

This was one of the first nationalistic Romanian histories, in which the 

Hungarians and the Turks were depicted as the archenemies of the Romanians. It is 

significant to note that although Bălcescu referred several times to the Saxon 

Germans, the third nation inhabiting Transylvania, he did not write about them as 

hatefully as about the Hungarians. According to Bălcescu, the Romanian common 

people must consider: “now that we had a successful awakening and we feel strong, 

we have to get back our land and our rights from which you (i.e. the Hungarians) have 

                                                
346 Bălcescu, Nicolae: Românii supt Mihai Voevod Viteazul, in Opere, vol. III, (ed. Daniela Poenaru), 
Bucureşti: Editura Academiei, 1986, 11-309; 165, 197. 
347 Ibid. 165. 
348 Ibid. 265. 
349 Bălcescu, Nicolae: Românii sub Mihai Vodă Viteazul, In. Opere, Bucureşti: Editura de Stat pentru 
Literatură şi Artă, 1952, 204-232.  
350 He names the Romanian Land as the ”Star of the Orient” (p. 215.) 
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robbed us; we shall reconquer our houses and estates, and we shall assassinate you all, 

or we shall expel you and clean the country of you.”351 Further on, he refers to the 

large number of Romanian inhabitants of Transylvania, who had the right to rule 

“their” land purely for demographic reasons.352 He includes the Transylvanian born 

Mathias Corvinus, the second son of János Hunyadi, among the Romanian rulers who 

managed to become King of Hungary.353 

Another important component of Bălcescu’s rhetoric was the reference to 

democracy and the democratic feelings of the Romanians, as opposed to the 

Hungarians, who were always represented by their nobility. Bălcescu asserts: 

“Despotism was always foreign to the Romanians. […]they are a very noble nation 

that cannot accept any other government but one that is founded by Romanians on a 

true Romanian national character, one that promotes the equality of the people and 

democracy.”354 Thus both important ideologies of the revolution of 1848 –

democratisation and nationalism – were defined against the Hungarians, who became 

the icons of the “Other,” worth of hatred.355 Not even the Turks or the Greeks were 

pictured as negatively as the Hungarians.356  

Bălcescu’s monograph about Mihai Viteazul became the first Romanian history 

book based on the central figure of the Wallachian Prince, who appeared here for the 

first time as a unifier of the Romanian Lands. Mihai accomplished the national dream 

of the Romanians and thus he symbolised everything that modern Romania was 

striving for. It was also a pioneer work in the sense that it included the history of the 

Moldovian and Wallachian Princes of the Middle Ages in a common national 

Romanian narrative. Around the time of the Romanian revolution of 1848, the 

Romanian history writers transformed Mihai Viteazul from a Christian warrior and 

                                                
351 Ibid. 227-228. 
352 Ibid 229. 
353 Ibid. 213, 223. 
354 Ibid. 215. 
355It is worth mentioning that it was exactly Mihai Viteazul who obliged the Romanian serfs to live and 
work on the land of their lord and forbade them to move freely. This is how Mihai wanted to supply 
manpower for his wars against the Turks. (See Istoria Românilor (ed. Nicoleta Dumitrescu et al), 
Bucureşti: Humanitas Educational, 2006, 41.) 
356 In his Chronicle Istoriile Domnilor Ţării Româneşti Radu Popescu Vornicul also wrote in a hostile 
tone about Hungarians. When narrating about the reign of Şerban Vodă, the successor of Mihai 
Viteazul on the throne of Wallachia, Popescu mentions that Romanians had a widely spread saying 
about ”the bad Hungarians”. Further, he writes that when the Romanians defeated the Hungarians with 
Turkish help bthey all thanked God for ”liberating them from the Hungarians”. (See Popescu, Radu, 
Istoriile domnilor Ţării Româneşti, In. Cronicile Medievale ale Romîniei IV, Istoriile Domnilor Ţării 
Româneşti, (ed. Constantin Grecescu), vol. IV, Bucureşti: Editura Academiei Republicii Populare 
Romîne, 1963, 82.) 
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hero into a national icon of the Romanian unity357. Antique Dacia, the ideological 

territory of the Romanian nationalists, became embodied in the figure of Mihai 

Viteazul.358              

 

III. Mihai Viteazul and his representations in the Romanian literary and 

artistic conscience  

 

Mihai Viteazul’s figure appeared in the folk poems collected by Vasile Alecsandri 

(1821-1890), the prominent Moldovian writer who started to publish ancient 

Romanian folk songs in the 1840s. The volume Poezii populare ale românilor 

(Popular Poems of the Romanians) was published only in 1866. The poem about 

Mihai in this volume was categorised as “pseudo-folkloric”, together with the well-

known Romanian text of the Hora Unirei (The Song of Unification).359 Considering 

its “pseudo-folkloric” nature we cannot state exactly either the age of the song, or its 

territorial spreading. The poem portrays Mihai as a great warrior, who managed to 

stop the Sultan’s army. We do not know whether it actually circulated among the 

people and was part of the collective memory of the Romanians, or whether it was 

just a product of the nineteenth-century. 

Gheorghe Asachi (1788-1869), a Moldovian intellectual who wrote a drama about 

Mihai Viteazul, studied in Lemberg, Vienna and Rome and became one of the 

founding fathers of Romanian literary culture and theatre. He belonged to the 

prepaşoptist (pre 1848) period and cannot really be regarded as a “national” writer, 

because all his works were animated by Moldovian patriotism rather than nationalism 

or propaganda for Romanian unity. He was the founder of the first Romanian journal 

in Moldova, the Albina Românească (1829-1849) and of the Academia Mihăileana 

(1835), the predecessor of the University of Iaşi. He started theatre playing in the 

Romanian language (1816) and founded the Romanian Dramatic Philharmonic 

Society (1836). 

Asachi developed as a thinker and writer in the upheaval of the “Eastern-question” 

in Europe, which related to the Greek revolution against Turkish occupation in 1821. 

                                                
357 For the nineteenth-century European depictions of Mihai Viteazul see Mihai Viteazul în Conştiinţa 
Europeană, vol. 3 (ed. Ion Ardeleanu et al), Bucureşti: Editura Academiei Republicii Socialiste 
România, 1984. 
358 Boia, 77. 
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All the great European powers, the small countries under Turkish suzerainty – thus 

Moldova and Wallachia as well – were involved in the “Eastern-question”. The idea 

of the Romanian modern state began to evolve in the period between 1821 and 1848. 

It is not surprising that Asachi set out to write a drama about Mihai Viteazul, who 

managed to liberate his country from the Ottoman occupation, when the Greek 

liberation movements coincided with Romanian interests. Asachi’s drama, his very 

first historical play, was destroyed in the Iaşi fire of in 1827, and therefore not much 

is known about it.360 It is important to mention, however, that Asachi’s Mihai drama 

preceded Bălcescu’s book on him, and that Asachi was against the union of the three 

principalities as well as the revolutionary aims of the political movements in 1848.361 

Asachi was motivated by patriotism, but his cultural pursuits embraced no 

nationalistic ideologies. 

Unlike Asachi, Ion Heliade Rădulescu (1802-1872), writer and linguist from 

Wallachia, was an ardent supporter of the Romanian revolution of 1848 and one of 

the first Romanian intellectuals who began to think in terms of a nation instead of a 

fatherland. In 1829, the year that Asachi started his Albina Românească, Heliade 

Rădulescu founded in Bucharest Wallachia’s first Romanian magazine, the Curierul 

Românesc. He was among the first “Latinizers” of the Romanian language, and he 

reformed Romanian orthography by opting for a simplified spelling based on the 

phonetic principle of his Gramatica Românească (1828).362  

Three years earlier than Asachi in Iaşi, Rădulescu established in 1833 a 

“Philharmonic Society” in Bucharest. In order to realise “our golden dreams”, he 

wrote about his aims, “we have to expel Turkish music from our society.” The 

students of this Academy of Music performed the first theatre plays in Romanian and 

also the first Romanian operas.363 Heliade Rădulescu wrote the libretto of the first 

Romanian national opera, the Mihai Viteazul în ajunul bătăliei de la Călugăreni 

(1848), which focused on the battle of Călugăreni. The idea of unifying the 
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principalities did not appear in this work: Heliade Rădulescu took a moderate position 

in 1848, and he committed himself to the conservative politics of the boyars at the end 

of his life.  

In his synthesis about his political views, Echilibrul între antiteze (Equilibrium 

between antithesises), published between 1859 and 1869, Heliade Rădulescu argued 

that Romanian culture had been founded and supported by the boyars. Furthermore he 

maintained that the boyars could not be compared to a western aristocracy, because 

they were actually the progressive social class in Wallachia and Moldova. He saw that 

a strong government may oppress the people, but if the people are going to rule 

anarchy may reign. He pleaded for a balance between conservatism and progress.364 

Another conservative thinker, writer and actor and adversary of the Romanian 

revolution of 1848, Constantin Halepliu (1816-1873), wrote the next drama about 

Mihai Viteazul: Moartea lui Mihai Viteazul la Turda (Mihai Viteazul’s Death at 

Turda) published in 1854 in Bucharest. This was a historical play about the 

Wallachian ruler with strong patriotic overtones: “Man has to love God first, but 

immediately after God comes the fatherland!”365 It was quite naïve in the presentation 

of the historical events, and its relatively simple dramatic structure was imbued with a 

romantic spirit as well as with elements of the Sturm und Drang. Haleplius’s work 

contributed to Mihai’s patriotic image and enriched the genre of Romanian historical 

drama, but it did not promote any national ideas by invoking the figure of the Prince.  

Dimitrie Bolintineanu (1818-1872) was the author of several literary 

representations of Mihai Viteazul. Three of his patriotic historical dramas had Mihai 

as the protagonist: Mihai Viteazul condamnat la moarte (Mihai Viteazul’s death 

sentence), published in 1867, După bătaia de la  Călugăreni (After the battle from 

Călugăreni) from 1868, and Mărirea şi uciderea lui Mihai Viteazul (The glory and 

assassination of Mihai Viteazul), published the same year. These plays were romantic 

depictions of the hero reminiscent of Victor Hugo’s style. Romanian literary critics 

mostly agree that their aesthetic value is low. 

Next to these dramas Bolintineanu published also some poems about Mihai 

Viteazul in his collection of narrative poems Legende (1868), which aimed at 

establishing a sort of national pantheon of the Romanian historical figures. One of the 

most frequently evoked characters, next to Ştefan cel Mare (1433-1504), was Mihai 
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Viteazul. Bolintineanu portrayed the Middle Ages of Moldova and Wallachia as 

national history. The tragic end of Mihai Viteazul called upon posterity to continue 

his glorious plans. However, Bolintineanu seemed to be tolerant with respect to the 

other nations living on the territory ruled by Mihai: “Today you give me united three 

crowns; / Romanians, Saxons and Hungarians I give you in exchange with all my 

heart / your independence back. Thus unite all / whatever your origin and blood or 

culture”.366  

Mihai Viteazul inspired not only historians and writers, but painters as well. He 

became the favourite figure of the nineteenth-century Romanian history painter 

Theodor Aman (1831-1891), who created, among others, Cea din urmă noapte a lui 

Mihai Viteazul (The last night of Mihai Viteazul), dated 1852, Unirea Principatelor 

(The unification of the Principalities), from 1857, or Izgonirea turcilor la  Călugăreni 

(The expulsion of the Turks at  Călugăreni) from 1872.  

On the Romanian operatic stage Mihai Viteazul was depicted by three composers 

of German origin: the mentioned Ion Andrei Wachmann composed music for Heliade 

Rădulescu’s drama Mihai Viteazul (1848). The opera’s second version was preformed 

in January 1859, when the liberals won the elections, and Romanians voted for the 

unity of Wallachia and Moldova under the rule of Alexandru Cuza (1820-1873). This 

version was published in 1871 under the title Monumentul de la Călugăreni (The 

monument of Călugăreni).367 The other opera, Moartea lui Mihai Viteazul (Mihai 

Viteazul’s Death), from 1866, was composed by Karl Theodor Wagner. Julius Sulzer 

(?-1891), the Austrian opera composer, also set his mind to write an opera about 

Mihai Viteazul; he worked on it 1868-1869, but could never present it on the stage.368  

The Romanian film director Sergiu Nicolaescu (1930 -) made in 1970 a movie 

called Mihai Viteazul, a great historical tableau divided in two parts: The Battle of 

Călugăreni and The Unification – two key elements of Mihai Viteazul glorification in 

Romania’s national consciousness. The movie was deeply imbued with the 

nationalism that was typical of communist Romania. Nicolae Ceauşescu (1918-1989), 
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the communist dictator of Romania, was attracted to Mihai Viteazul’s figure, because 

he saw Mihai as a believer and realizer of the eternal great Romania, which 

Ceausescu tried to embody. Thus Mihai Viteazul was also used as propaganda 

material by the Ceauşescu regime.369  

 

IV. Mihai Viteazul on the Romanian operatic stage 

 

IV. 1 Romanian operatic practice in a historical perspective 

 

Initially, operas were presented to Romanian audience by travelling Italian opera 

companies, which gave performances in Transylvania and occasionally also visited 

Bucharest and Iaşi. The opera flourished mainly in the German (Saxon) Transylvanian 

cities like, Brassó (Braşov, Kronstadt), Szeben (Sibiu, Hermannstadt) and Temesvár 

(Timişoara, Temeschburg or Temeschwar). In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century Italian and German opera companies temporarily settled in these cities and 

regularly performed the masterpieces of the European opera repertoire. There was, as 

noted earlier, a permanent Hungarian theatre and opera company in Kolozsvár (Cluj, 

Klausenburg). In 1772 the opera company of the Italian Livio Cinti travelled from 

Szeben to Wallachia and Moldova. This is the earliest date concerning opera 

performances in the Romanian lands.370 In 1815 a German company directed by 

Johann Gerger performed a theatre piece by Kotzebue in Romanian in order to attract 

more public. After touring in the major Transylvanian cities, this company visited 

Bucharest in 1818 and performed two operas by Mozart, the Idomeneo and the Magic 

Flute, and several operas by Rossini. Though Bucharest had no permanent theatre or 

opera as yet, the audience was up-to-date with the latest European operas thanks to 

the foreign travelling companies. For example Rossini’s The Barber of Seville, first 

performed in 1816 in Rome, had its first night in 1819 in Paris and in 1821 in 

Bucharest.371 Theodor Müller’s company, which was called Die Bukarester 

Operngesellschaft and later settled in Brassó (Braşov, Kronstadt),372 had the most 

decisive impact on the development of Romanian opera practice in the 1830s. Johann 
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Andreas Wachmann, composer of  Mihai Bravul în ajunul bătăliei de la Călugăreni 

(1848), was the conductor of Müller’s orchestra. The company performed sixty operas 

in 1833-1834 in Bucharest. After the success of Die Bukarester Operngesellschaft  

and performances by some French strolling actors, a permanent Italian opera company 

was established in 1843 in Bucharest, and the educated public came to favour thus 

Italian style operas.  

A French opera company that opened a theatre in Iaşi in 1832 performed mostly 

vaudevilles. Their repertory consisted of plays enriched with instrumental and vocal 

musical parts inspired by the local culture. The comedies focused on the 

autochthonous life and everyday reality. But local history also appeared on the stage 

in these pieces. One of the first examples of such a historical tableau was the Dragoş, 

întîiul domn suveran al Moldovei (Dragoş, the first sovereign ruler of Moldova) a 

1834 co-production of Gheorghe Asachi, who wrote the texts, and his wife, Elena, 

who set it to music. This was followed by other historical pieces like Serbarea 

militară (Military celebration) in 1834, Serbarea păstorilor moldoveni (The 

celebration of the Moldovan shepherds) also from the same year, in which the 

renowned Romanian actor Matei Millo (1814-1896) also sang a role.373 In 1846, a 

National Theatre was opened in Iaşi with mostly actors of Romanian origin. Their 

success was due to the music they included in the different plays. Opera, or musical 

drama, became more and more popular among the Romanians. The composers often 

used folk tunes and the lăutar music in their works to attract a larger audience. The 

satires of the vaudevilles often contained strong social criticism. Their musical style 

ranged from folk songs to oriental music, and from salon dances to romance 

(Romanze, Romanza), a simple sentimental genre for solo instrument and voice. The 

theatre companies that performed the very successful and popular vaudevilles could 

compete with the foreign opera companies, which performed Western opera music for 

a smaller but more educated audience. The artists of the pre-1848 reformers gave a 

great impetus to Romanian theatre life. The theatre companies of C. Halepliu, Matei 

Millo and C. Caragiale-I.A. Wachmann played Romanian operas and plays all over 

Wallachia and Moldova. In the 1850s and 1860s, Vasile Alecsandri became one of the 

most ardent supporters of vaudevilles because he recognised that Romanian literary 
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texts could reach through their music a wider audience. Alecsandri remarked in a 

letter of 1881: “I became a poet in the eyes of the Romanians only the day that my 

verses were set to music by Flechtenmacher.”374  

Next to the vaudeville two other dramatic genres were popular in that time: the 

puppet theatre and the village wedding scenes.375 The puppet theatre was the favourite 

genre of the village and town fairs. This mostly satirical genre was directed at the 

lower social strata, expressing and representing their world-view and social criticism. 

The first Romanian public theatre plays were mixtures of puppet theatre and salon 

theatre.376 Folk musicians, the lăutari, always accompanied these performances, 

creating thereby an atmosphere with their songs. The village wedding scenes re-

enacted scenes from the rich folk traditions associated with Romanian weddings. The 

vaudevilles later integrated these two genres and contained from six to twelve musical 

numbers, mostly duets. 

The precursor of the Romanian national opera was arguably the vaudeville. Its 

satirical libretti reacted to Romanian social life, and the music was based on local folk 

traditions consisting mainly of well-known popular songs and dances. The 

performances often ended with the hora dance, which was regarded as a typical 

Romanian folk genre. No wonder then that Alexandru Flechtenmacher (1820-1898), 

the most important Romanian vaudeville composer, was also the author of the Hora 

Unirii (The hora of Unity), a song that has almost the same status as the official 

Romanian national anthem. The marches, waltzes and serenades included in the 

vaudevilles created an atmosphere for the actions. Their dramatic function was to 

intensify the emotions expressed in the plays. Though these vaudevilles were not 

through-composed operas, they paved the way for Romanian operas.  
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IV. 2 Operatic variations on Mihai Viteazul 

   

Ion Andrei Wachmann, composer of the first Romanian opera, an originally ethnic 

German composer, was born in Budapest in 1807 and came to Brassó (Braşov, 

Kronstadt) with Austrian troupes in the mid-1830s. He became a choir and orchestra 

conductor first in Temeschwar (1831-1833) and later in Bucharest (1833-1835), 

teacher at the Philharmonic Society in Bucharest (1835-1836) and at the St. Sava 

College (1846-1850), the conductor of Costache Caragiale’s (1818-1877) theatre 

company (1850-1858), later conductor at the National Theatre in Bucharest (1852-

1856) and towards the end of his life at the National Theatre in Craiova (1858-1860). 

Wachmann collected and published Romanian folk songs, and he adopted them in his 

own works.377 

In 1848, Wachmann composed the opera Mihai Bravul that consists of three major 

tableaux. The first one is a monologue of Mihai’s, written in the form of an aria 

occasionally mixed with recitatives, which evokes the glorious past and the bravery of 

his people:  

 
“Dear Romania, Rome’s daughter!  

You have endured for centuries the fights against the barbarian hordes,  

and you have saved Europe from so much evil coming from the East. […]  

Your martyr blood you have shed for the honour of the Cross.”378  
(Example 5) 

 

In the second section Mihai prays to God to keep the country safe from the 

heathens. Subsequently he talks to Captain Buzescu and tries to lift the spirit of the 

soldiers with an oration: “The heathen will quiver because the Romanians bring his 

end.”379 In the third section Mihai encourages the people to go and fight the Turks, 

who answer him with enthusiastic cheers. The chorus responds: “Let the blood of the 

hated enemy flow in rivers.”380 Wachmann’s music imitates Italian opera style and 

does not use anything specifically “Romanian” or “national”. However, in the second 

                                                
377 Muzicieni Români, Lexicon, (ed. Viorel Cosma), Bucureşti: Editura Muzicală, 1970, 462. 
378 Michaiu în ajunul bătăliei de la  Călugăreni, Bucureşti: Tipografia lui Eliade, Jan. 19, 1848, 1 (to 
be found in the Biblioteca Academiei Romane, cota I. 17895) . 
379 Ibid. 3. 
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version, performed in 1859, he included in the orchestral part some melodies 

resembling the hora, and to create couleur locale he used the major second.381 

 Mihai Bravul consists of only three numbers and can hardly be called an opera. 

Compared to operas in Western Europe it was insignificant, but it had a remarkable 

function within the development of Romanian music and the representation of a 

national consciousness on the stage. One can recognise in it the vaudeville style with 

its historical topic, its emphasis on emotions and its tableau like structure. The heroes 

of the vaudevilles were always simple people, representatives of the folk; the boyars, 

who imitated foreign traditions, be they Western or Eastern, were mocked at. Elevated 

to the status of a hero in a vaudeville-like musical drama, Mihai may have been 

regarded by the contemporary audience as “one of us”, as someone belonging to the 

folk. Of course, this representation of Mihai contradicted the historical personality 

who was, as mentioned earlier, one of the richest boyars in Wallachia. Mihai, actually 

a proud and ambitious autocratic ruler, could become an icon of a national democratic 

movement through his nineteenth-century representations.  

It is a pity that no newspaper articles or reviews have been found about the 

opera’s reception. Mihai was obviously of great interest to Wachmann: his 

manuscripts also contain fragments with titles as Ban Crajovi (Mihai was the 

governor of Craiova at the beginning of his career), Umbra lui Mihai Viteazul (The 

Shadow of Mihai Viteazul), and Moartea lui Mihai Viteazul (The Death of Mihai 

Viteazul).382 

As mentioned, two other composers also wanted to write operas about the 

Wallachian Prince. The protagonist of Karl Theodor Wagner’s Moartea lui Mihai 

Viteazul is not only Mihai but also a crowd of peasants and soldiers. Mihai’s character 

is more complex than in Wachmann’s opera: he appears as a merciless warrior.383 

According to the Romanian music historian, Octavian Lazăr Cosma, the Romanian 

state commissioned the writer Iosif Vulcan (1841-1907) to write a musical drama in 

Romanian for the Italian theatre company of Bucharest, but since Sulzer’s opera was 

in Italian and not in Romanian, his work was never presented. Reading the libretto, 

we may explain differently why Sulzer’s work was not performed in Bucharest.384 

Sulzer came to Bucharest to become the conductor of the Italian opera company 
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382 Cosma, Hronicul muzicii româneşti, vol III, 312. 
383 Cosma, Hronicul muzicii româneşti, vol IV, 504. 
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around 1867, the year of the Austro-Hungarian Compromise. The Romanian state 

encouraged composers to write Romanian national operas. Sulzer wanted to compose 

“un opéra national Roumain”385 and chose the historical moment of Mihai Viteazul’s 

unification of the three principalities. However, Sulzer’s Mihai is not a hero, and he is 

not celebrated as a national hero. This Mihai is a harsh, brutal warrior, who makes a 

bloodbath in Transylvania by occupying it. His daughter Florica is ashamed of his 

father’s cruel deeds, and she falls in love with a Hungarian, which complicates the 

situation. In the end, Mihai recognises his brutality and asks for his daughter’s 

forgiveness. A work that focused on the sufferings of the Hungarians in Transylvania 

and depicted the Romanian hero as a bloodthirsty warlord, opposed, of course, the 

ideas of the commissioning Romanian government. Sulzer depicted nationalism as 

something wrong, that does not serve humanity. His opera was never performed. It 

could not be accepted by an age blinded by nationalism. 

 

                                                                                                                                       
384 Ibid. 
385 Ibid. 505. 
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Chapter Nine 

 

Concordia discors – The Voice of the People 

The Role of the Chorus Nineteenth-Century Operas 
 

“Music does far more than symbolise and articulate nationalism: music actually participates in 
the formation of nationalism.“ (Philip Bohlman)386 

 

1.  Chorus – Human, all too human 

  

In Krzysztof Kieslowski’s movie entitled Blue (1993) – the first piece of the 

Three Colours Trilogy (Blue/ White/ Red) – the plot revolves around the endeavour of 

several characters to finish “The Symphony for the Unification of Europe”. This 

symphony had been commissioned from France’s greatest composer, who died in a 

car accident at the beginning of the film.  The musical piece in question was supposed 

to be a huge concerto for twelve orchestras representing the twelve European nations 

in the Union. The text of the chorus would be sung in Greek and it would be a musical 

adaptation of the biblical First Epistles to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 13: 4-13) 

also known as St. Paul’s Hymn to Love. The main characters seek to complete the 

musical artwork from different scattered fragments left in manuscript, but they are not 

even able to reconstruct the central theme. The quest for finding “the voice of 

Europe” eventually ends when the composer’s wife, Julie, liberated from the self-

imposed prison of her grief following the terrible loss of her family, allows the 

biblical text of the song to “speak with the tongues of angels” in the chorus. The 

ending suggests that the song of European unification requires transcending the 

human condition. 

However, the context of the film immediately raises a few questions about this 

harmonious denouement. Is this musical piece European or a tribute to the French 

nation? The trilogy’s title explicitly refers to the French flag (blue, white and red), the 

symbol of the French state. Kieslowski intended this work to be a reflection on the 

French Revolution’s three-words-slogan: Liberté, égalité, fraternité! In the film it is 

explicitly suggested that the song of unification transcends national borders. But what 
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Santa Barbara, California-denver, Colorado-Oxford, England: ABC CLIO, 2004, 35. 



 222 

actually happens is that in spite of the European song’s “neutral” Greek language, 

which refers to the roots of European civilisation, the European concerto is actually 

French. It was commissioned by a Frenchman, suggesting that the modern bedrock of 

European culture is in France. 

The symphony of European unification is not pure instrumental music, but it 

culminates in a chorus. A work representing the unity of European nations needs 

human voice – the voice of the people – the same way as it has already been 

suggested two centuries earlier in the finale of Beethoven’s “Ninth Symphony”. But 

in the nineteenth century – unlike in Kieslowski’s movie –, the voice of the people 

had been conveyed and represented in music by a German composer, who was 

considered to be the greatest musician of his age. European music stood for a symbol 

of German culture or vice versa.  

Eventually the song of European unification is going to be finished by Julie, a 

French woman, whose personal story in the film is supposed to be the allegory of 

liberty. This might immediately recall the central woman figure of Delacroix’s 

painting Liberté, which Delacroix intended as an allegory of the French Revolution. 

With all its allusions Kieslowski’s movie is firmly grounded in French cultural space, 

thus in fact the imaginary festivity for the unification of Europe becomes a huge 

commemoration and celebration of France. 

In Blue we hear the sound of the voice of the people and we can listen to 

fragments of the monumental chorus, but we cannot see the actual singers. The whole 

film, in spite of its articulated public interest – the completion of the European 

concerto – remains confined in the private sphere of Julie and follows her individual 

drama. The viewer encounters only a few characters, and no crowd scene is shown all 

through the film. We can hear the chorus, but we cannot see it. Thus Kieslowski’s 

film, even though it is par excellence French and plays with the symbols of the French 

Revolution, still remains an individual human drama. In this respect it is just the 

opposite of nineteenth-century operas, where public matters always overrule private 

life stories. 

 

2. The importance of the chorus 

 

The singing chorus was maybe the most important factor in transforming the 

operas into a virtual public sphere. “The chorus was a group of actors who could 
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represent “the people” as a mass – exactly what the drama of the liberalism required – 

their voices organised, as only music could organise them, into sustained, unified, and 

commanding utterance that expressed their identity, independence, unity, and 

importance.”387 The chorus was opera’s great advantage over the spoken theatre, 

which could only represent the dramatic conflicts as the struggle of individuals, while 

the opera could bring crowds on the stage, where they could let their voice heard as an 

organised mass of people. It was this concordia discors embodied in the chorus that 

actually elevated the opera into one of the most popular artistic genres of the 

nineteenth century. The voice of “the people” was gradually dominating both the 

political scene and the operatic stages.  

In the eighteenth century the chorus was not a regular part of the opera houses. 

The only exception was the Paris Opéra (Académie Royale de Musique), but at the 

other opera houses in Paris – Opéra-comique and Comédie-italienne – there were 

strict rules about the use of the chorus. Authorities controlled even on the stage the 

crowd scenes of political nature. They censored the “voice of the people”.388 But 

beginning with the French Revolution, in Paris and overall in Europe, because of the 

political struggle scenes presented on the operatic stage, the demand for choruses 

witnessed and unprecedented grow. While in the eighteenth century social tensions 

were presented as conflicts between individuals (e.g. the conflict between Figaro and 

Count Almaviva in Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro), in the nineteenth century it was 

shown as public conflict between a ruler and his subjects. 

Beethoven’s only opera, which today is mostly performed under the name Fidelio, 

is a good example for this ideological and structural change in the history of opera. Its 

original title was Leonore and Beethoven rewrote it several times so that he left to the 

posterity four overtures and three versions of the same work. But are they the 

variations of the same work or three different operatic conceptions of the same story?  

Fidelio(/Leonore) is a typical rescue opera, which became a very popular genre 

after the French Revolution. First it was performed in Theater an der Wien in 1805 in 

Vienna. Ironically the rescue opera came just in the right moment. As the datum 

indicates in that time the Habsburg capital was under French military besiege of the 

Napoleonic army. Since the bourgeois and aristocrat theatregoers fled the city, at the 
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opening night of Beethoven’s opera mainly French officers filled the audience. The 

opera was not a failure, but still Beethoven’s friends persuaded the composer to revise 

it. By 1814 when the opera was presented in Kärthnerthor theatre in Vienna, 

Beethoven wrote two new overtures to it, but he also made substantial changes in the 

length and story of the opera. One of the most significant alterations concerned the 

finale of the Fidelio. In Leonore when Florestan is released from the prison at the end 

of the opera he sings a love duet with his disguised wife, Leonora, about fidelity, love 

and freedom. In Fidelio in the final liberation scene all the political prisoners are freed 

and a chorus dominates the stage. 

The accent shifts from the private drama to the public problem of political 

injustice and liberty. Freedom had already been an important aspect of Leonore as 

well, but because of the circumstances of its performance – French officers in the 

audience – could not have a direct effect. But in 1814, after the Napoleonic wars, by 

the end of the Congress of Vienna, the final liberation scene of Fidelio could provoke 

strong emotions in the Austrian public and made the opera immediately successful. 

The chorus scene at the end of the opera was an important rhetorical vehicle 

contributing to the triumphant reception of Fidelio.  

After Fidelio “the voice of the people” can be heard more often on the European 

operatic stages. One should just look at the table of contents of a CD containing 

“famous opera choruses” and will see that almost all the titles are from nineteenth-

century operas. Even though eighteenth-century operas also contained memorable 

ensemble sections (e.g. the famous “Viva la liberta!” from Don Giovanni) these did 

never function as autonomous pieces in music history. While an ensemble is usually 

“just” the closing section of an act or scene in a pre-nineteenth-century opera, the 

chorus can be seen as the dramatic and musical culmination of a nineteenth-century 

opera. The chorus attained the same function and importance as the arias. For 

example Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov (1872) actually consists only of vast chorus 

scenes.  The increased use of choruses triggered other alterations as well. The fact that 

instead of an ensemble of singing characters, masses of people populated the stage in 

a chorus also required adjustment of the scenery and structure. The ranges of small-

scale, rapid episodes were exchanged for huge tableau-like settings, which dominated 

the operatic stages of the nineteenth century.   
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3. The types and function of choruses  

 

The history of the nineteenth-century opera begins with the growth of the chorus. 

Carl Dahlhaus in the Nineteenth-Century Music389 differentiates between two types of 

choruses: the so-called scene-setting or “picturesque” chorus and action chorus.390 

The picturesque chorus according to Dahlhaus functions as musical extension of the 

stage décor in opera comique, where it fulfils the role of “local colour”. Whereas the 

action chorus in the serious grand operas were crucial to dramaturgy. These action 

choruses – as Philip Gossett also argues – “developed a musical personality, acquired 

a dramatic force, became, in short, a people”.391  

To identify political representation entirely with action choruses would miss the 

significance of the picturesque chorus, which was actually much more pervasive in 

the operatic literature of the nineteenth century. Village festivals, folk rituals, 

weddings and monumental dance scenes appeared on the stage, whose dramatic 

function was more than only being the markers of geographic settings. The folk 

scenes and picturesque choruses representing conviviality and folk character were 

important dramatic tools for example in Smetana’s The Bartered Bride (1866), in 

Weber’s Der Freischütz (1821), in Borodin’s Prince Igor (1890) or Glinka’s A Life 

for the Tsar (1836). In a time when culture was a matter of politics and politics a 

recurrent element of culture the slightest allusion to local colour immediately had a 

political function.  

The third type of chorus that became prevalent in the nineteenth century was what 

we might call the divided chorus. In order to represent the dramatic conflict between 

two people or two nations more than one chorus was needed. This sometimes 

involved more than one soloist protagonists, too. For example the antagonistic nations 

in Aida – the Egyptians and the Ethiopians – or in Nabucco – the Jews and the 

Babylonians – are represented by at least two solo protagonists belonging to opposite 

camps. Wagner in The Flying Dutchman (1843) also makes use of such a divided 

chorus technique. On the one hand it expresses the different character of the Dutch 

and of the Norwegian sailors, and on the other hand, the purely female and a purely 
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male choruses emphasise the conflict based on gender issues (between Senta, Daland, 

Erik, and the Dutchman).  

The chorus became such an important structural element of the operas in the 

nineteenth century that even when a solo part was performed the soloist was the 

representative of a group, he spoke in the name of the people. The rulers are not above 

the ordinary people any more, either morally or politically. Instead of the eighteenth 

century absolutist king, the “citizen king“ appears on the stage, who uses his power to 

serve, not to dominate his people. The conversion from an absolutist perspective on 

power to a democratic one is represented in Verdi’s Nabucco by the figure of King 

Nebuchadnezzar, who from a tyrant turns into a servant of God and his people.   

Public and private issues intermingle and create dramatic conflict, when the 

protagonist soloist is also the representative of a people. In Norma for example the 

Gaulish high priestess’s amorous liaison with the Roman Consul Pollione causes 

discontent among her people. In Aida, the lovers – the Ethiopian princess, Aida and 

the Egyptian captain, Radames – have to face the criticism and ostracism of their 

people. Nevertheless usually love conquers all, it overcomes even national 

differences. However, both in Norma and in Aida the couples can find peace and 

happiness only in death. Love might guide the life of the individuals, but the masses 

are dominated by the passion of patriotic love and national pride ready to oppress the 

individual will.  

Contrary to Kieslowski‘s Blue, where the task of the French musician is to 

compose a musical representation of a unified European spirit, in the nineteenth 

century artists were supposed to create works that represent the essence of a nation. 

However, a paradoxical situation arises: in spite of stressing the particularity of the 

nation, the cultural practices for its realisation were everywhere present in Europe and 

followed almost the same techniques. As John Neubauer points out, most of the 

national operas relied on foreign ideas and aesthetic currents.392 In spite of the explicit 

claim of national authenticity and purity by artists and critics, in reality the European 

nineteenth-century national canons are hybrid.    

Was the task to write national music actually easier than that of creating a musical 

representation of unified Europe? If one only considers the overwhelming number of 

theoretical and critical writings pondering about the nature of “national“, the answer 
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is definitely “no“. The nation was just as diverse and just as much a matter of 

ideology as every other socio-political reality in human history. Music became a very 

effective tool to shape the unified voice of the nation. One should think of the 

popularity of the chorus movements (Liedertafeln) in the nineteenth century – 

especially on German territories –, which re-enacted the huge choruses seen on the 

operatic stages. But singing already fulfilled a very significant role in the turmoil of 

the French Revolution393, as well as later in the European revolutions of 1848 in East-

Central Europe. Benedict Anderson argues that modern nation states were 

characterised by unisonality, a term he uses to describe the way in which certain 

songs (e.g. national anthems) embody the nation when sung together by the people.394 

The choruses were the bedrocks of national unisonality.       

Therefore one might question the validity of Philip Bohlman’s statement: 

“Nationalism draws attention to the nation-state and supports its function while in the 

same process drawing attention from the music itself.“395 Actually so much attention 

was given to music that it contributed to the creation of unisonality in the public 

sphere. Choruses provided the “background music” of a period defined by Rousseau’s 

ideas about the connectedness of language and music and Herder’s theories devoted to 

the Volkslieder (1778-79) where he argued that the “real voice of the people“396 was 

audible in their songs. Nationalism cannot be separated from music as something 

extramusical from an ideal musical essence. Nationalism was the context of these 

musical pieces – a characteristic of their semiotic network – shaped by the dynamic 

relation between creation and reception.    

 

4. The singing people  

 

Carl Dahlhaus argues that “the national side of music is to be found less in the 

music itself than in its political and sociopsychological function”397. He surveys some 

national operas from Paris, the “capital of the nineteenth century”, to Russia and 

maintains that national operas could convey the national ideology better than 
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symphonies because of their textual component, the libretti. The libretti were usually 

based on already well-known dramas – especially tragedies – that were recycled on 

the operatic stage and thus gained new meaning and function. However, the music 

was the component that attracted the audience to the theatre and that served as a force 

of cohesion among the public, who was eager to sing and thus to disseminate these 

operas. The singing public and melodious operas canonised most effectively the idea 

of the nation.   

Philip Bohlman traces back the origins of the nineteenth-century concept of 

national music to the epic and ballads. The epic – according to Bohlman – is the story 

of the proto-nation and the chronicle of a nation’s history. The ballads speak of 

individuals and events that together constitute a national mosaic. Both types appear in 

songs that fascinated Enlightenment thinkers such as Rousseau, “because they 

perceived ways in which the origins of nations paralleled and were articulated by the 

origins of song”398. Rousseau sees a strong relationship between language and music. 

In his vision speech created different musical structures and “already by the mid 

eighteenth century these differences were explicitly national”399. It is in songs and in 

the cult of singing during the nineteenth-century choral movements (Liedertafeln) that 

the practice of national music establishes its cultural and social position and becomes 

intertwined with politics. Bohlman distinguishes between national music and 

nationalist music. National music is a historical development, while nationalist music 

is generated by a top-down political will. “Nationalist music serves a nation-state in 

its competition with other nation-sates and in this fundamental way it differs from 

national music.”400  

Songs also occupy a central position in Richard Taruskin’s ideas about the roots 

of nineteenth-century national operas and concept of national music. He emphasizes 

the role of the romantic lied and its characteristics of Empfindsamkeit (Personal 

expressivity) and Volkstümlichkeit (folk-like nature). Taruskin claims that in the lied 

the romantic “I” is bounded musically with the romantic “We”.401 The “we” was 

however, pre-eminently represented in choral music, whose function and importance 

Taruskin compares to the “continent-uniting music of the medieval Christian 
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church”402. Romanticism made the notions of art and nation sacred. In an age when 

nation was defined as a cultural community, the huge choral movements and opera 

choruses can be seen as the re-enactment of national rites. Thus the chorus was 

perpetuating and strengthening the cultural and social function of both music and 

nation.                    

Keeping in mind the previously sketched theories I regard national operas as a 

hybrid genre of grand opera and Singspiel. On every level – stage décor, structural 

organisation of the acts, libretto and music – national operas are a mixture of “high 

culture” and “low culture”, elite entertainment and popular entertainment. The thirst 

of the public for operas was insatiable, and the new interest in local culture and 

history could be very effectively popularised on the operatic stage. Nineteenth century 

was also the age of the cult of passion. Passionate love – usually with a tragic 

outcome – and the fate of tragic heroes had already been recurring clichés of the 

grand operas. In the nineteenth century these were either substituted or combined with 

patriotic love.  

In Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor it is the family and the individual’s thirst for 

power that requires sacrifice and not the nation or “the people”. Even though Edgardo 

in the final act laments on his fate at the graves of his ancestors, the past is invoked 

only as a dramatic tool for accentuating the individual loss and pain in the present. In 

most of Donizetti’s operas we witness private tragedies and the dramatic fate of 

individual heroes. A substantial change can be noticed in the subsequent generation 

Verdi, where the private life of the protagonists are linked to the fate of their people. 

Private and public concerns are strongly intertwined in Verdi’s Nabucco, I Lombardi, 

Attila, Don Carlo or Aida.  

There is a turn from the hero as an individual towards the hero as a public figure. 

The fate of individuals – as presented in Händel’s Giulio Caesare, Donizetti’s 

Lucrezia Borgia or Maria Stuarda – becomes an issue of public interest in most 

nineteenth century grand operas. This switch is obvious in Bellini’s Norma, in most 

operas by Verdi, but also in Auber’s La muette de Portici or Gustavo III, in Halévy’s 

La Juive or in Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots. History is not only the life story of the 

rulers any more, but also the story of the masses ruled by outstanding – positive or 

                                                
402 Ibid. 162. 



 230 

negative – individuals. Grand opéra thus contributed to national operas with the 

clichés of dramatic theatrical effects, the interest in passion, heroes and history.    

The Singspiel, which was primarily a German musical genre, brought on the stage 

of the “elite” entertainment the world of the folk: folk mythology, folk tales, fairy 

tales and everyday scenes from village life. It started with Mozart’s Magic Flute and 

continued through Marschner’s Hans Heiling and Lortzing’s Die Jagd and Undine up 

to Weber’s Der Freischütz. The Singspiel’s awareness of folk culture later inspired 

the authors of national operas, too.  

Thus national operas on the one hand focused on history, on the figures of well-

known heroes – often of mythical grandeur – from local or national history403 and on 

the dramatic conflict of private problems versus public issues known from grand 

operas. On the other hand they used the folk-like scenery and mythical world-view of 

the Singspiel tradition as well as the life stories of the “common” village people. In 

most cases these appear intermingled and create the peculiar world of the national 

operas.  

The voice of the people is represented by a soloist protagonist – the hero 

representing “the people” – and a chorus – as an independent actor of the story. If 

national heroes function as musical statues in national operas, the chorus has the role 

of a musical tableau. Wagner criticised grand operas for relying on “effects without 

cause”. However, he dismissed the fact that conveying effects was a core poetical 

principle of grand operas just as the musical representation of affects was a creative 

force in eighteenth-century opera seria. The huge tableaux – like in Boris Godunov – 

were not a sign of the composer’s incompetence, but it was rather a poetic vehicle.  

Another aspect of the chorus is its connection to liturgical rites. In such operas as 

La juive, Les Huguenots, or Boris Godunov because of their religious references the 

choruses are directly linked to church music tradition. Grand operas establish the 

poetics of secular rites by using the chorus to convey political ideas. In the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries religious conflicts mixed with social struggles 

could move crowds, both in reality and on the stage. In the nineteenth century the 

fight for national freedom and national identity replaced the religious wars and was 

able to mobilise “the people”.   

                                                
403 Even though this was a very complicated topic – as John Neubauer pointed out in his article Zrínyi, 
Zrinyi, Zrinski – in many cases, when more nations claimed the same historical personality their own. 
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Michael P. Steinberg distinguishes between the function of the chorus in such 

nineteenth-century liturgical or semi-liturgical works as Brahms’s German Requiem 

or Verdi’s Requiem and the choruses in contemporary national operas. He argues that 

the expression “voice of the people” can be adequately used for the former genre, 

because these requiems in spite of their national aspects – Brahms wrote a “German” 

or protestant mass and Verdi wrote a semi-liturgical requiem as a commemoration of 

the great Italian novelist and national hero, Manzoni – could still preserve the voice of 

the individual and have not lost from their actuality ever since exactly due to their 

human and supranational character. On the contrary the choruses of the national 

operas represent “the voice of the nation”.404 However, such a sharp distinction 

between the nineteenth-century ideas of the “voice of the people” and “the voice of 

the nation” is not plausible. The concept of the folk, “the people” and “the nation” 

were almost used as synonyms. The “amour sacré de la Patrie” – sung in Auber’s La 

muette de portici – or the semi-religious psalm-like choruses from Nabucco – “Va 

pensiero” – and I Lombardi – “O Signore, dal tetto natio” – were received with a 

secularised religious enthusiasm and veneration. These were the “sacralised” images 

of the nation and the rites of the new religion of nationalism that penetrated each and 

every aspect of the nineteenth century. The voice of the people became the voice of 

the nation, and the voice of the nation became the voice of the people. “Opera, 

established as a rite, can now celebrate a communal identity and make musically 

manifest the destiny of a people.”405  

 

5. The Voice of the People in Mihai Bravul, Hunyadi László and Bánk bán 

 

 My specific concern in the following pages is to focus on the “voice of the 

people” in Romanian and Hungarian culture as represented in the national operas 

Mihai Bravul, Hunyadi László and Bánk bán. I aim to study the tangled relationship 

of competing concepts of the nation and their operatic representations. Which 

definition of the nation appears on the stage? How is the nation portrayed in the 

dialectic interaction between the national hero and the singing chorus of “the people”? 

                                                
404 Steinberg, Michael P.: Listening to Reason. Culture, Subjectivity, and Nineteenth-Century Music, 
Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2006, 163-192. 
405 Conrad, Peter: A Song of Love & Death. The Meaning of Opera, Minnesota, Graywolf Press, 1996, 
133. 
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What does national identity mean to these people and how is this revealed in the 

opera?  

 

5.1. Mihai Bravul  

 

Commemoration and the operatic representation of patriotic love are fundamental 

creative driving forces in the opera Mihai Bravul. The chorus section in the opera has 

the same emphatic role as Mihai’s aria, both having the function of instigating 

courage and patriotism. The dramatic effect of the opera is accentuated by the 

dialogue structure: Mihai addresses his aria “to the people” and the chorus reassures 

the leader of their fidelity. However, the chorus in Wachmann’s work functions as 

dramatic ornament. It is an echo of Mihai’s thoughts and it functions as a sonoric and 

dramatic amplifier.  

Mihai’s aria consists of two parts: a praise song of the country and a prayer to God 

to protect Romanian people in the war against the heathens (Turks). The appeal to the 

Christian tradition of the country was a recurring trope in Romanian literature, as well 

as in other parts of South-Eastern Europe conquered by the Ottomans. It appeared in 

written sources as well as in folklore. No wonder, that when Mihai sings “death to the 

tyrants” the chorus joins in and repeats the battle cry.  

But who are “the people” in this opera? It is not explicitly mentioned, but from the 

context is quite obvious that the chorus consists of soldiers. Romanian people are 

represented as an Ecclesia Militans. Their individuality is lost in the Christian and 

patriotic union. Mihai mentions some concrete names of Wallachian boyars, but their 

social position does not matter, because they appear only as military leaders and not 

as the representatives of a higher social class. In fact Mihai himself is depicted as the 

head of the Romanian army, who protects Christianity and not as a privileged ruler or 

king. As the subtitle of the opera indicates, “În ajunul bătăliei de la Călugăreni” (In 

the middle of the battle at Călugăreni), the opera is set on the battlefield of 

Călugăreni, thus the chorus represents the Romanian army waiting for the Ottoman 

attack. As indicated by Wachmann, the chorus is supposed to sing with “Allegro con 

fuoco (stretta)”, with passion and in a hurried tempo, which makes the choral closure 

of the opera a huge cry for battle. 

The religious and military aspects of the opera are significant, because they were 

also important factors in the construction of Romanian identity in the nineteenth 
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century406. The church had a crucial function in Romanian nation-building 

movements. While in Transylvania it was the Greek Catholic (or Uniate) church that 

actively contributed to the spreading of national thought through philological and 

historical works, in Wallachia and Moldova this mission was accomplished by the 

Orthodox Church. The church had public appeal and could reach out to many people. 

“The people” could easily identify themselves with the church.   

The upheaval of the Greek liberation movements in 1821, had an impact on the 

whole Balkan region. Political aims were embedded in religious ideology, which 

claimed that the liberators fight a crusade against the Turkish invaders and protect 

Christianity. Around 1848 old tropes were revived – of anti-Turkish (anti-invader, 

occupier) nature – however, by that time these intermingled with anti Fanariot 

Greek407 sentiments and reformist political ambitions.   

The church and the army organised the first choral movements in Wallachia: the 

choir of the monastery at Curtea de Veche, founded in 1845 and the choir of the army 

Ştabului oştirii (1836-1859). These choral societies had among their members some of 

Ion Andrei Wachmann’s students, too.408 It is also important to notice that in the 

1830s, at the beginning of the development of Romanian operatic art, folk ensembles 

had been used to play music. Later this function was handed over occasionally to the 

army orchestra and choir, Ştabului oştirii. No wonder that among those few musical 

works that were discovered from this period one has a direct military reference: it is 

defined by its title as a military celebration, “tableau with songs” – Serbarea militară, 

tablou cu cântece –  (1834), by Matei Millo (1814-1896).409   

Thus on the one hand the well-established institutions and cultural practices 

infiltrated nineteenth-century literary and musical works of art, on the other hand, 

later these created a repertoire for the existing institutions, which opened up 

increasingly to the public. Music had the imprint of socio-political reality, but later it 

also had an impact on shaping the socio-political consciousness of the Romanians. 

Wachmann had a leading role in this expansion of choral music, not only with his 

compositions – he wrote only either pure vocal music or vocal music accompanied by 

                                                
406 See Chapter Five.  
407 Wallachia and Moldova were under Fanariot rule for centuries and the governors of the 
principalities were appointed by the Turkish Porta. (see Chapter Five)  
408 Constantinescu, Radu: Wachmann, Bucureşti, 1975, 15.  
409 Cosma, Mihai: Opera în România privită în context european, Bucureşti: Editura Muzicală, 2001, 
100. 
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orchestra – but also as a music teacher (1835-1850) and as a conductor of the national 

theatre (1850-1858) in Bucharest.  

Who are the “tyrants” against whom the chorus exhorts the people and who are 

“the people” in 1848 in Bucharest? As it has already been mentioned the chorus is a 

representation of Mihai’s army and the tyrant is the Ottoman rule. However in 1848 

by allegorical extensions “the people” were the reformist militants fighting for 

national rights and the tyrants were identified with the ruling class, which was often 

pro-Eastern conservative. According to Romanian music historians the boyars 

belonging to high aristocracy – close to the governor of Wallachia, Gheorghe Bibescu 

(1804-1873) –, usually attended the performances of Italian opera companies. While 

theatre plays and operas with a Romanian topic were the entertainment of reformist 

intelligentsia and middle-class boyars. The reformists of 1848 saw both the foreign 

rule and governor Bibescu’s circle as tyrannical and oppressive. Bibescu also 

alienated himself from the reformist boyars by wanting to introduce French as official 

language in Wallachia. The reformists – even though they were boyars – could 

identify themselves with “the people” of the chorus invoking national symbols and 

urging for national freedom. Wachmann sympathised with the Romanian reformists 

and as a sign of supporting their movement he himself conducted the opera fragment 

Mihai Bravul at the national theatre in Bucharest.  

 

5.2. Hunyadi László  

 

 The opera opens with “the voice of the people”, who are just as explicit as in 

Mihai Bravul about refusing the foreign rule and fighting for national rights. “We 

shall not be faithful hounds / of the breed of Orphan László! (…) No, we shall not 

surrender the castle!” This is an unambiguous declaration against the King László V 

and his foreign mercenaries led by Ulrich Czilley, the king’s uncle.410 But unlike in 

Mihai Bravul, here the chorus is much more than only an echo of the soloist. “The 

people” are an independent character in the opera: they are against King László and 

the foreigners, but they also separate themselves from László Hunyadi and his 

political decisions. “Only László sleeps, / he will not listen to us,/ and he believes his 

foe alone.” Unlike the naïve Hunyadi, “the people” led by Szilágyi, László’s uncle, do 

                                                
410 For the plot and detailed analysis of the opera see Chapter Seven. 
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not trust the king’s promise to protect Hungary. Therefore “the people” are the third 

dramatic force next to King László V and László Hunyadi. The chorus wants to stir up 

Hunyadi and encourage him to take their side: “The people, who suffered so much, 

awaits you, /listen how the earth quakes.” However, it is not László, but his younger 

brother, Mátyás – the later king of Hungary, who was indeed regarded as “the king of 

the people” because of his strict measures against the nobility – who responds to the 

people. He promises to always fight for them and protect them from foreign rule. It is 

a very direct allusion to the Mátyás-cult of the nineteenth century, and the only 

optimistic voice in the whole opera.  

When László arrives from the assembly of Futak, where he secured the king of his 

faithfulness, he does not want to hear about the people’s mistrust. As a sign of loyalty 

towards the king he has already promised to hand over the keys of the castle of 

Nándorfehérvár, which earlier were given to his father, János Hunyadi, as a symbol of 

his courage of successfully fighting the Turks. But as at the moment there is no 

immediate Turkish threat, the king’s uncle and advisor, Czilley, convinced the king to 

take back all the royal properties and to rule the country alone, without the council of 

the Hungarian nobles. However, this was in straight opposition with the Hungarian 

nobility’s right, as stipulated in the Golden Bull of 1222, to choose their king: hence 

the discontent of the people.  

Who are these “people” actually? They are the voice of the Hungarian nobility, 

which was however not so strictly divided from other social classes as in Western 

Europe. They were “the nation”411 in the fifteenth century when the opera’s story 

takes place. In the nineteenth century “the nation” was not defined by ancestry, but by 

belonging to the same culture, possessing the same cultural heritage. This included 

next to the nobility the bourgeoisie and the peasantry, too. However, the old nation 

concept based on the privileges of ancestry did not disappear. The struggle of the two 

competing nation concepts in Hunyadi László also appears in the conflict between 

Hunyadi László and Gara. The chorus, as the representation of “the people”, always 

supports Hunyadi in this contest, which suggests the supremacy of the more 

democratic nation concept.  

Szilágyi represents the anti-Habsburg voice in the opera. He was the one – as the 

audience without doubt would have known in 1844 – whose army revenged Hunyadi 

                                                
411 For more details about the history of the Hungarian nation concept see Chapter One.  
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László’s murder among Transylvanian Saxons, the faithful allies of the Habsburgs. 

Szilágyi was a highly suitable historical figure to become an anti-Viennese symbol, 

and of course at the same time, the leading singer of the chorus of “the people”.  

By contrast, Czilley, who by dominating the weak young king wants to possess all 

the power in the country, manipulates King László V and turns him against László 

Hunyadi. By suggesting that Hunyadi plots against his life, Czilley convinces the king 

that he should strike first and give the order to murder Hunyadi. In the beginning the 

king does not accept Czilley’s plans and he enters the Nándorfehérvár Castle with 

good intentions. After his short dialogue with Hunyadi, the king declines to take back 

the keys of the castle and reassures Hunyadi of his trust and benevolence. This act of 

trust changes the people’s attitude towards the king and they all hail: “Long live 

László, long live the King, / long live the country!”  

The only divided chorus section is in the first act, when the Hungarian soldiers are 

reluctant to admit in the castle the king’s men, his mercenaries. This is one of the 

most dramatic nodes of the opera. “Mercenaries: You rebels…/Hungarians: Be off! 

/…/You rebels! Then perish! You miserable Hungarians, /guard your fold! 

/…/Farewell! / Go back to where you came from! We shall chase you /…/ Then 

perish here, in your castle, / you wicked Hungarian army!”412     

The king himself is not evil, but only his closest environment, his advisors are 

wicked: a typical eighteenth-century trope of Hungarian literature. However, later in 

the opera at the execution scene this myth is going to be debunked: the king betrays 

Hunyadi, breaks his word given to his mother not to harm László for Czilley’s death, 

and lets László to be led to the gallows and beheaded. What worse, he does not accord 

royal pardon to Hunyadi, in spite of the fact that according to an unwritten law, if 

someone does not die after the axe strikes thrice, he has to be pardoned. László also 

asks for sympathy: “King! I am innocent, / the Lord, knowing it, / took away the 

executioner’s strength / and I am unhurt!” When Gara, the merciless Hungarian noble, 

commands “Strike!” the king does not interfere. Thus the king, who in the beginning 

was presented to be only weak and easily manipulated by Czilley, in the end, appears 

as a thorough villain. The voice of the people demands in vain “Mercy!” in the last 

chorus section. The dramatic effect of this scene is enhanced by the preghiera of 

                                                
412 The other exception is the women chorus in second act at Erzsébet Szilágyi’s castle. However, from 
the point of view of dramatic action this women chorus does not have any particular function. 
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László’s mother, Erzsébet Szilágyi, who sings one of the most remarkable arias of the 

opera.  

Gara betrayed his daughter and László by promising Mária’s hand to the king in 

exchange for power. He is thirsty for power and wants to become the regent of 

Hungary. His arias are also written in verbunkos music, as most of László’s arias and 

his duetts with Mária. But, contrary to Hunyadi, there is never a singing chorus that 

would join Gara. He is alone, without the support from the people. This might suggest 

that the old nation concept – that of ancestry – represented by Gara lost its dominance 

and public appeal. However it can be still overwhelmingly devastating. Gara is just as 

dangerous for Hunyadi – and thus for the people – as the king.  

Until this point the chorus supported the king, because the people believe in his 

honesty. A very impressive chorus section is at the finale of the first act, when Ulrich 

Czilley has to face the fact that the people discovered his letter of treason and in the 

heat of a quarrel the people murder him. Not one individual kills Czilley, but a whole 

group, “the people” stab him several times with their spears. When the king comes 

into the room and sees his uncle’s corpse, he is so frightened that he promises not to 

avenge Czilley’s death on the Hunyadi family. Following his promise to the people, 

the chorus praises the generosity of the king in verbunkos style music. The interesting 

musico-poetical characteristic of this part is that the king joins the singing chorus, and 

sings in the same rhythm of verbunkos style that is reserved to express the “voice of 

the Hungarians”. However, the words of the chorus and the king’s song are in sharp 

contrast with each other: while the people celebrate the death of the schemer Czilley 

and hail the good-hearted king, King László, already plans Hunyadi’s punishment and 

execution: “You base rebel, /death calls for death! /Your deed will be met by/ the 

executioner’s axe on your throat.”  

There is always a chorus whenever Hunyadi and the king meet. Hunyadi is 

surrounded and supported by the people. Even though the antagonistic tone of the 

people from the beginning of the opera is not to be heard anymore, the dramatic 

conflict does not languish. It is imbued by the tension that lies between what the 

people believe on the stage – that the king is merciful – and what the people know in 

the audience – that the king together with Gara plan László’s execution. This 

discrepancy culminates in the wedding scene, which is interrupted by Gara and his 

men after the lavish csárdás dance passage. 
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Most of the ideas brought to the stage in the chorus passages were similar to the 

national demands of the 1840s. Anti-Habsburg feelings had a strong voice in the 

Hungarian public sphere in that time and in spite of the censorship such allegories as 

the story of Hunyadi László could still be performed on the Hungarian stages. 

Interestingly enough in the opera appeared an idea that became a political demand 

only later: the union of Hungary with Transylvania. The chorus sings at the wedding: 

“Sing a fine song, /merry wedding guests! /Let it shake / the walls of ancient Buda 

Castle! /Awaken, gale, our murmuring Danube! /Carry down to Transylvania / the 

appeal of our song! / Today László and Mária /are made one /like this blooming, 

/brotherly country!” It is only in the twelve points of the revolution in 1848 that the 

union with Transylvania appears as an explicit political goal. Nevertheless, it has 

already been circulating in cultural products. By this “Freudian slip of the tongue” of 

the chorus in Hunyadi László we gained an insight in the political unconscious of “the 

people”, which had been shaped by works of arts instead of top-down political 

propaganda. 

 

5.3. Bánk bán 

 

In Mihai Bravul and in Hunyadi László the crowd scenes belonged mostly to the 

action chorus category. In Bánk bán except the chorus of the discontent noblemen led 

by Petur bán at the beginning of the opera, most of the crowd scenes have a scene-

setting function. The only action chorus is set between two lavish scene-setting 

passages at the beginning of the first act: the opening verbunkos after the overture and 

a csárdás dance following the male chorus and Petur’s drinking-song. The beginning 

of the opera is quite similar to Verdi’s Rigoletto: the story opens with a decadent 

palace scene. People are dancing and drinking, when Lord Petur appears and 

expresses his discontent with the queen and her courtiers. He sings a convivial-song, 

which is a mixture of the Duke’s two famous arias, “Questa O Quella” and “La donna 

e mobile”, from Rigoletto.  

However, the joyous conviviality is imbued with a tint of tragedy and fatality from 

the outset. When Petur enters the palace with his cortege of discontented Hungarian 

noblemen he creates dramatic tension by dividing the crowd on the stage into “us” 

and “them”. “I cannot restrain my rebellious self…/…/ Look how merry they are! 

/While Magyars robbed of everything / Are dancing at the end of slave chains 
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/Foreigners are calling the tune… / Our queen gives them power and money, / And we 

are outcasts / On the land of our ancestors.” Then very similarly to the technique used 

by Wachmann in Mihai Bravul the chorus repeats the last two lines of the aria, in 

order to emphasize the main idea of the aria and to enhance its dramatic tension: “And 

we are outcasts / On the lands of our ancestors.” By repeating the words of the soloist 

the chorus suggests that “the people” take his side, they completely agree with his 

woe. 

Even though there is no “other” chorus on the stage, still the divided chorus 

impression is created by the tension between Petur’s men and the courtiers dancing in 

the palace. The chorus of the discontented nobles sets up a third point of division 

when they are perplexed at hearing that Petur wants to share his plot with Bánk, the 

viceroy of Hungary, about overthrowing of Queen Gertrude’s rule. In spite of the 

chorus’s cautious warning Petur is prepared for everything and convinces the people 

that only a total combat against the Meranian court could restore the ancient rights of 

the Hungarians.  

Just as in the case of Hunyadi László “the people” represented in the chorus are 

Hungarian nobles. Since the Bánk bán topic was widely known and circulating for 

ages in Hungarian culture – and also in other European literatures – the nineteenth-

century audience was familiar with the fact that the Hungarian nobility closed an 

agreement – which became to be known as the Golden Bull – with King Endre II in 

1222, after Queen Gertrude had been murdered. Petur’s drinking song, which he sings 

in a dialogue form together with the chorus of the discontented nobles, was also well 

known by the audience. Erkel set to music Mihály Vörösmarty’s (1800-1855) famous 

poem Keserű pohár (Bitter glass). Vörösmarty wrote this poem originally for his 

drama Czilley és a Hunyadiak (Czilley and the Hunyadi Family). The choice is not 

accidental: Erkel’s librettist, Béni Egressy, both as a leading actor of his time and as a 

supporter of the reformist intellectuals centred around Vörösmarty, might have known 

the dramatic works of the poet.  

The chorus asks Petur to sing a drinking song: “A drinking song, Petur, a drinking 

song!” Petur in his reply already refers to the title of Vörösmarty’s poem (Bitter glass) 

by saying: “Drinking song? You can have it …but it will be a bitter one.” We might 

presume that Vörösmarty’s poem had already been circulating among the public as a 
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song – because both Vörösmarty’s works and drinking songs413 in general were very 

popular – before Erkel’s Bánk bán and he might have had embedded it in his opera 

only with slight modifications. However, today this poem is mostly known from 

Erkel’s opera. Petur’s song became one of the most well-known Hungarian operatic 

fragments together with Bánk’s “Hazám, hazám” (My fatherland, my fatherland) aria 

and the chorus “Meghalt a cselszövő” (The schemer died) from Hunyadi László. 

As it has earlier been mentioned Petur’s drinking song is quite similar to the 

Duke’s two famous arias – “Questa o quella” and “La donna e mobile” – from 

Rigoletto. “If you set your man’s soul / Upon a lady, and she / Lightly tears up / Your 

salvation; / Carrying smiles in her deceiving eyes / And damned tears, / The former 

raising your desire, / the latter wounding your heart; / Consider it and drink: / The 

World will end one day, / Vanishing like a bubble; / What will remain is just the air / 

What will remain is just the air / Drink!” Then the chorus joins in and sings after 

every stanza as a refrain the last few lines: “Consider it and drink: / The world will 

end one day / Vanishing like a bubble / What will remain is just the air / What will 

remain is just the air.” The “bitter” humour of the song takes a more optimistic turn in 

the second stanza. The attention shifts from the woe over the infidelity of women 

towards the urge of men to create and achieve something great and to fulfil one’s life 

mission. “If sorrow and wine / In your mind combine / It will slowly emerge / That 

life is but an image / Think boldly and great / And put your life upon it: / He who does 

not despair / Will never be lost. / Consider it and drink: / The world will end one day / 

But as long as it stands and lives, / it rests not, for better or for worse / It rests not, for 

better or for worse / Drink, drink!” The chorus repeats the refrain ending it in a lavish 

orchestral crescendo.  

The drinking song actually functions as a miniature encapsulation of the opera’s 

concern and theme – the same as the convivial song of Konrad in Hans Heiling or 

Senta’s ballad in The Flying Dutchman – because it encompasses the main structural 

                                                
413 The drinking song, as a genre has always been present in world literature. Its earliests written forms 
are preserved in Alkaios’s, Anakreon’s and Horatio’s poems. From the Middle Ages we can mention 
the collection of songs entitled Carmina Burana as a par excellence example of drinking songs. Later, 
in the Baroque period the revival of Anakreon’s poetry gave a new impetus to this genre. In 
Romanticism it was also a popular genre because of its folk-like reminiscences. In Hungarian poetry is 
one of the most important poetic genres throughout the ages. Some famous examples of drinking songs 
are the following: Balassi Bálint (1554-1594) Borivóknak való; Csokonai Vitéz Mihály (1773-1805) 
Szerelemdal a csikóbőrös kulacshoz; Bacchushoz; Orczy Lőrinc (1718-1789) Szerelem és bor; 
Kazinczy Ferenc (1759-1831) Bor mellett; Kölcsey Ferenc (1790-1838) Bordal; Bajza József (1804-
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and ideological elements of the opera. The allusion to the infidelity of the women on 

the one hand refers to Queen Gertrude, on the other hand to Melinda, Bánk’s wife, 

who in absence of her husband is pursued by the queen’s brother, Otto. The other 

allusion to the “restlessness” of the world refers to the fervour of the rebels, who plot 

against the queen. The call for resolution reflects Petur’s and the discontented nobles’ 

state of mind, and forecasts a revolutionary deed, which however, in the opera is 

going to be carried out by Bánk and not by Petur when he stabs the queen.  

The man-women opposition is carried over in the next section, when the 

predominantly women chorus sings a praising song for the queen. “Tears of glittering 

joy appear in our eyes when we see our queen; / Beautiful ladies, gallant gentlemen, 

/Let’s sing the praise of the crown!” Queen Gertrude becomes a symbol of the 

feminine character of the “foreigners”, which is contrasted with the masculinity of the 

Hungarians. Gertrude and Petur have the function of a synecdoche – or metonymy – 

in the poetical structure of the opera. The courtiers’ chorus and the pure men chorus 

represent and amplify the voice of the two parties. The only exception is Melinda, 

Bánk’s wife, whose name the Hungarian rebels use as a “password”, and whose fate 

becomes the symbol of the country. Queen Gertrude violates the nation’s rights, 

similarly to Otto, who violates the sanctity of marriage by raping and disgracing 

Melinda. In the dialogue between Petur and Bánk the female-male opposition 

perpetuates and gains symbolic proportions, when Petur asserts: “Our manly necks 

(i.e. Hungarian nation) will no longer /Bend to Gertrude’s will…/ Her ugly sin cries to 

heaven…”. A divided chorus section after Bánk and Petur’s dialogue reinforces the 

dramatic tension between Gertrude and Petur, when the women chorus hails the queen 

“Our queen of Hungary! Long live!” and Petur’s discontented men enthusiastically 

repeat Petur’s last words about overthrowing the queen: “We will do it!”.  

There are two moments when the two choruses merge in a musical concordia 

discors. The first is in the first act when the courtiers chorus and the discontented 

nobles chorus both sing “Long live!”. But while the courtiers mean “Long live the 

queen!” the discontented nobles reply to Petur’s cry: “The Magyar freedom! / Long 

live!”. A csárdás dance follows this scene, which is far from being convivial. Instead 

it is a kind of dance macabre also suggested by the exclamation of the dancers: “Three 

dances before death comes!” The other moment when the two divided choruses meet 

                                                                                                                                       
1858) Borének; Vörösmarty Mihály (1800-1855) Fóti dal; Keserű pohár; Petőfi Sándor (1823-1849) 
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is in the finale, when the two choruses sing in a unisono the very last words of the 

opera: “Great is the power of God! / Let the dead rest for ever, oh God! / And receive 

the soul of the deceased!” It might seem as reconciliation, however, the courtiers’ 

chorus mourns the queen and the chorus of the discontented Hungarians mourns 

Melinda, the symbol of the country.      

The patriotism of Hunyadi László turns into nationalism in Bánk bán. The 

presence of Tibor, a peasant, and his story about the poverty of his family works as a 

catalyst for changing Bánk’s attitude towards Gertrude. He is ready to join Petur in 

his plot to overthrow the queen. It is also the symbolic moment of transfer from the 

old nation concept (represented mostly by Petur and the discontented) towards the 

new nation concept according to which “the folk” is part of the nation.  

In József Katona’s drama Bánk bán (1819) – on which Egressy based his libretto – 

the peasant Tiborc had already been presented as a member of the nation. This play 

had already been regarded in the 1840s as “the national drama”. It was very popular 

among the Hungarian public, and one of the favourite plays of the theatre companies 

touring the country. Katona’s play had a significant role in shaping and spreading the 

new national consciousness. It had prepared “the voice of the people” of the 

revolution from 1848. On 15th of March, 1848 the protesting public gathered in the 

national theatre and demanded on the one hand, the performance of Katona’s Bánk 

bán and on the other hand, the chorus from Erkel’s Hunyadi László, “The schemer 

died”, which became one of the most popular revolutionary songs during 1848-1849.   

 

6. The Voice of the People 

 

One of the lessons taught by the French revolution was that the crowd, “the 

people” can influence political and social issues. And even if the people do not agree 

on everything – as we have seen in Hunyadi László and Bánk bán – still, they are able 

to exchange ideas, and they can be literally and symbolically in the same space: in the 

national public sphere. However, this public sphere is far from being a monolithic 

entity. The people can have their say by a bottom-up movement in political issues, 

which earlier were decided by a top-down act of a king, a military leader or a high 

official.  

                                                                                                                                       
Ivás közben.  
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The village market becomes just as important place of representation of political 

ideas as the palace or the church. The institutions that before the nineteenth century 

were more or less isolated begin to open up for the public. These changes could take 

place because of an active transfer between the different social classes. As the 

bourgeois intelligentsia gained interest in the culture of the “folk”, the “folk” was also 

influenced by the aristocratic and middle class culture. However, one should not 

overestimate either the earlier – cultural and social – isolation, or the nineteenth-

century “open society”. There had always been some kind of cultural exchange 

between the different social classes, but the frequency, the mode and the impact of 

transfer was unprecedented in the nineteenth century. The most important sites of 

transfer were cultural institutions. The institutionalised singing – whether it is opera 

or Liedertafeln – had a leading role in creating and maintaining sites of transfer 

between two cultures or between culture and politics. Songs could spread ideas more 

effectively than pamphlets or political orations and they could give a common voice 

to the people.  

However, we should not forget that the cult of the bandleader, the maestro, also 

began in the nineteenth century. Napoleon and the mob of the French Revolution were 

the products of the same age, the rise of the chorus and that of the individual genius 

performer were parallel phenomena, too. Their ideal co-existence was temporary and 

towards the end of the century the individual genius was seeking seclusion from the 

crowd, while the crowd began to act as an alienated individual.  
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Image 1 

 
Viva V.E.R.D.I. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Availabe at: http://www.internetculturale.it/upload/immagini/viva.jpg  
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Image 2 

 
 
 
 
Roma family – the poster was advertising the concert of the Belgian State Orchestra 
performing the works of Béla Bartók and Gyögy Ligeti 
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Image 3 

 
Liszt’s book entitled Des Bohémiens et de leur musique en Hongrie, 1859, Paris 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 
 
 
Source: 
http://letempsdelire.com/CATALOGUE/LITTERATURE/images%20litterature/bohe
miensmusique.jpg  
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Image 4  

 
Gipsy musician, 18th century (Collection of the Hungarian National Museum)  
 

 
 
Source: http://mek.oszk.hu/02100/02152/html/06/img/6-ff-6.jpg  
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Image 5   Gypsy musician with dancing huszár, 1776 
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Source: http://mek.oszk.hu/02000/02044/html/2kotet/img/02-152c.jpg   
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Image 6 

 
Hurdy-Gurdy  
 
 
 
 
 
   
 

   
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C3%A9p:Hurdy-Gurdy.jpg ) 
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Image 7 

 
Cithara 

  
 
(Source: http://homoecumenicus.com/Ioannidis-Cithara-blue.gif ) 
 
 

Image 8 

 
Lyre 

    
(Source: http://www.usd.edu/smm/LYRE-GUI.JPG ) 
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Image 9 

 
Aulos  
        

     
 

(Source: http://library.thinkquest.org/04apr/00275/aulos.jpg ) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Satyros Aulos 

 
(Source: 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/9/90/Satyros_aulos_Louvre_
MNE987.jpg/800px-Satyros_aulos_Louvre_MNE987.jpg ) 
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Image 10 

 
Anton Pann 
 
 

   
 
(Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/61/AntonPann.jpg ) 
 
 

 
 
 
(Source: http://www.herra.ro/Pictures/Pic_Editura/Anton%20Pann%20-
%20Povestea%20Vorbii.jpg ) 
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Image 11  

 
 
A Romanian folk musical band  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Taraf_of_Ochi-
Albi%2C_1860%2C_Szatmary.jpg ) 
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Image 12  

 
 
Great Fire of Bucharest in 1847  
 
 
 
   
 

 
 
 

(Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Great_Fire_of_Bucharest%2C_1847.jpg ) 
 



 255 

Image 13 

 
 
 
 
 
Tárogató  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/1/12/Tarogato.jpg/800px-
Tarogato.jpg 
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Image 14 

 
Inochenţie Micu Klein (1692-1768) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://ro.altermedia.info/images/inochentie_micu_klein.jpg ) 
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Image 15 

 
 
Samuil Micu-Klein (1745-1806) 

 
      
Gheorghe Şincai (1754-1816) 

 
     
 
Petru Maior (1756-1821) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://mek.oszk.hu/01900/01903/html/index1374.html ) 
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Image 16 
 
 
 
 
Facsimile copy of a page from the Letopişeţul Ţării Moldovei by Grigore Ureche 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/cf/Letopiset_grigore_ureche.jpg ) 
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Image 17  Dimitrie Cantemir (1673-1723) 

 
 
 (Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Image:Dimitrie_Cantemir_-_Foto01.jpg ) 
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Image 18 
 
 
 
Hunyadi László siratása (1859) (The mourning of László Hunyadi), by Viktor 
Madarász (1830-1917) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://www.symbolian.com/webzine/photo/sp/vamp01a.gif ) 
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Image 19  
Hunyadi László búcsúja (1866) (László Hunyadi’s Farewell) by Gyula Benczur 
(1844-
1920

 
 
 
 
(Source: http://mek.oszk.hu/00500/00596/html/festeszet/benczur_hunyadi_n.jpg ) 
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Image 20 
 
V. László és Czilley (1870), by Bertalan Székely (1835-1910) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://www.mult-kor.hu/attachments/19002/vlaszlo.jpg ) 
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Map 1 

 
 
 
Habsburg Empire – 1718 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
(Source: http://www.hapsburg.com/historic/map-1718.jpg ) 
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Map 2 

 
 
 
 
  Habsburg Empire around 1815 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
(Source: http://www.collectorscircle.com/bohemian/images/austro-hungarian-
empire1815map.jpg ) 
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Map 3  

 
Austro-Hungarian Monarchy 

CISLEITHANIA  

  

1. Bohemia  

2. Bukovina  

3. Carinthia  

4. Carniola  

5. Dalmatia  

6. Galicia  

7. Kustenland  

8. Lower Austria  

9. Moravia  

10. Salzburg  

11. Silesia  

12. Styria  

13. Tirol  

14. Upper Austria  

15. Vorarlberg  

 

TRANSLEITHANIA  

 

16. Hungary  

17. Croatia & Slavonia  

18. BOSNIA & HERZEGOVINA 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Austria-Hungary_map.svg  
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Map 4 

 
 
 
Regions in Romania 

  
 
 
 
(Source: http://www.ici.ro/romania/images/geografie/regiuni.gif ) 
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Appendix 1 

 

Hunyadi László – opera synopsis  

The story of László Hunyadi takes place in 1456-57, in Nándorfehérvár (todays 

Belgrade, one of the major fortresses against the Turkish army), in Temesvár (todays 

Timişoara) and in Buda.  

In Act I, at Nándorfehérvár, László Hunyadi’s circle awaits King László V. His 

uncle, Mihály Szilágyi warns László not to trust the king or Czilley. Nevertheless, 

László is ready to give a royal reception to King László V and his courtiers, and to 

acknowledge Czilley as regent of Hungary. His uncle’s prescience proves to be 

correct. Hunyadi’s soldiers capture a courier with a letter written by Czilley to the 

Serbian despot György Brankovics, in which Czilley promises him the heads of the 

two young Hunyadis. The king enters with Czilley and his retinue. Just as he 

promised at the diet of Futtak, László Hunyadi hands over the keys of the castle to the 

king, but the king rejects them saying that they are in the best hands. Everyone is 

pleased. Later the king’s German mercenaries arrive. László Hunyadi does not let 

them enter the castle, which causes indignation among the courtiers. Using these 

sentiments, Czilley convinces the king to approve the plan to murder László Hunyadi. 

Though the king asks Czilley not to shed blood, he gives him the royal ring, which 

symbolises a tacit consent to his plan. Czilley wants to bribe Rozgonyi, a true friend 

of the Hunyadis, to help him capture and kill László. Rozgonyi remains faithful to the 

Hunyadis and warns László about Czilley’s attempt. László confronts Czilley with the 

information, Czilley tries to defend himself, but one of László’s men kills him in the 

subsequent fight. When the king arrives and sees the body of his uncle, he becomes so 

terrified and he promises not to take avenge Czilley’s death. The supporters of László 

sing in chorus the victorious march Meghalt a cselszövő (The schemer died).  

Act II takes place in Temesvár, where Erzsébet Szilágyi, Hunyadi’s mother awaits 

the king amidst her maids. She is afraid that the king is going to punish her son for the 

death of Czilley. When the king arrives she begs for forgiveness and makes the king 

take an oath not to punish László. In the meantime, the king is distracted by the 

beauty of Mária Gara, László Hunyadi’s fiancée. Her father notices the king’s 

fascination and decides to use it for his plan to become governor of Hungary. 
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Act III takes place in the king’s castle in Buda. The king sings about his love for 

Mária Gara; her father arrives and promises the king his daughter’s hand if he agrees 

to execute László Hunyadi. The king resists, but is in the end overwhelmed by his 

passion for Mária, gives his consent. Gara rushes to the wedding ceremony of László 

and Mária, interrupts the festivity, and orders the soldiers to throw László into prison. 

Mária visits László in the prison and pleads him to escape with her. But László 

refuses to run away because he still believes in King László’s oath and good will. He 

proves to be wrong. László is brought to the gallows at St. George’s Square in Buda. 

The headsman strikes three times but misses and László remains unhurt. According to 

medieval customs this should mean mercy. But Gara commands the executioner to 

strike a fourth time, and László’s head rolls off in the dust. 
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Appendix 2  

 

Bánk bán – synopsis of the opera 

 

The story takes place in the castle of Visegrád during the reign of Kind Endre II. 

The time is 1213, when the king left the country for the battles in Halics (Galicia) and 

entrusted her wife, the Meranian Queen Gertrude with the government of the 

Hungarian Kingdom.  

Act I – In the absence of the king, Queen Gertrude hosts luxurious feasts in 

Visegrád. Her brother, prince Otto, is attracted to Melinda, the wife of Bánk bán. 

Bánk is on tour in the country and part of his mission is to listen to the discontented 

Hungarians all over the country. There is much sorrow and poverty all over the 

kingdom. In a remarkable scene, we can hear the desperate voice of the people 

formulated by Petur bán, a Hungarian noble, who wants to kill the queen with the help 

of others. They want to gain Bánk bán’s help for their plan and secretly recall him 

from his trip. Petur bán shares his sorrow with Bánk. However, Bánk immediately 

detaches himself from the rebels and warns Petur to keep away from the queen; 

otherwise he would have to report on them and charge them with high treason. Petur 

wants to kill Bánk, but he drops the weapon and kneels before Bánk, naming him “my 

king”. Bánk embraces Petur, does not accept further apologies, and wants to leave the 

room. But when Petur tells him, that the password to their secret meeting is 

“Melinda”, he returns and asks where the rebels are to be found. Biberach, a German 

courtier at Gertrude’s palace and her brother’s friend, listens to their conversation, and 

when Petur discovers him, he pretends to be on their side and tells Bánk that the 

queen’s brother Otto set eye on Melinda. Bánk is outraged.  

Act II – Bánk meets Tiborc, a peasant and ex-soldier, who, as it turns out, once 

saved Bánk’s life. Tiborc describes the deplorable condition of the Hungarian 

peasants. The people live in unimaginable poverty, while the queen leads a glamorous 

life and gives away Hungarian land as present to her Meranian relatives. Bánk wants 

to save the honour of his wife and the future of his country. It seems that both are 

being destroyed by the Meranians led by Queen Gertrude. With Gertrude’s tacit 

assistance and Biberach’s love potion, Otto manages to seduce Melinda. Melinda is 

driven mad by her shame and by Bánk’s curse on her and their child. Bánk asks 
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Tiborc to take care of Melinda and her child, and goes to the queen to settle accounts. 

Their confrontation ends in tragedy: when the queen grabs a dagger, Bánk stabs her.  

Act III – Tiborc wants to escort Melinda over the Tisza river, but a storm breaks 

out and the mad lady throws herself and the child in the river. In the following scene 

back in the castle, the returning king has to face the chaos in his castle and country. 

He orders to capture the rebels, but Bánk admits that he killed the queen. Before the 

king would sentence him, Tiborc brings in the bodies of Melinda and their child. 

Bánk’s tragedy is complete, he too has lost his wife, and this is his punishment. In 

conclusion, the choir sings: “Great is the power of God! / Let the dead rest forever, oh 

God! / And receive the soul of the deceased!” 
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Appendix 3 

 
 

Mihai Viteazul in the Romanian national imagination 

 
 
 
 
Historiography:  
 
Miron Costin (1633-1691) –  Moldovan Chronicle – Mihai Viteazul was depicted 
as a conqueror of Transylvania and Moldova, who was “the cause of many sorrow 
and bloodbath”, and who was “also hated by his fellow Wallachians, because he was 
the source of many wars”.  
 
Radu Popescu: Istoria domnilor Ţării Româneşti (The History of Wallachian 
Rulers) – a chronicle from the end of the seventeenth century – “Mihai conquered 
them, because they were all as stupid as an ass.” This chronicler also mentions that 
Habsburg Rudolf was very pleased with Mihai’s triumphant deeds and reign in 
Transylvania, because “the Hungarians were always against the German emperor.” 
 
Samuil Micu (1746-1806): Scurtă cunoştiinta a istoriei românilor (1796) (A short 
history of the Romanians) – mentions that Mihai was a great warrior, who defeated 
both the Turks and the Transylvanians and offered his conquests to the Emperor 
Rudolf 
 
Gheorge �incai (1754-1816): Hronica românilor şi a mai multor neamuri (The 
Chronicle of the Romanians and of Other People) (1811) – dedicates a large 
description to Mihai Viteazul. Undoubtedly he depicts Mihai as a hero and contrasts 
his figure to his enemies, but the political idea of a unified Romanian state does not 
appear in this writing yet. 
 
Damaschin Bojinic� (?) – published a biography about Mihai Viteazul under 
the title Vestitele fapte si perirea lui Mihai Viteazul, prinţipul Tării Românesti (The 
famous deeds and the fall of Mihai Viteazul, the suzerain of Wallachia) (1830), where 
the main accent fell on Mihai’s heroic fights against the Ottoman Empire, but he did 
not appear as a national hero yet. 
 
Aaron Florian  (1805-1887): Idee repede de istoria prinţipatului Ţării 
Românesti. I–III (The History of Wallachia) (1835–1838) – TURNING POINT (!) in 
the representation of Mihai Viteazul – in the second volume published in 1837 Mihai 
is depicted as a national symbol and unifier of the country.   
 
Mihail Kog�lniceanu  (1817-1891): Histoire de la Walachie (1837) – he 
mentioned Mihai’s impressive political ambition to become ruler of Transylvania, but 
Kogălniceanu did not go any further than that in his narrative. However, six years 
later in 1843, in a speech given by Kogălniceanu as an opening lecture of the history 
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course at the Academia Mihăileana in Iaşi, Mihai appeared as a national hero, who 
managed to unify the scattered lands of Dacia 
 
Nicolae B�lcescu  (1819-1852): Istoria Românilor sub Mihai Vodă Viteazul 
(The History of the Romanians under the rule of Mihai Viteazul) (1847-1852) – 
Mihai’s figure is unequivocally depicted as a national icon, whose political actions 
were motivated by the thought of “national unity”. According to Bălcescu, Mihai 
Viteazul “was strong enough to unite the Romanians in one single state and in this 
way to restore the ancient Kingdom of Dacia.” During Mihai’s reign “The Romanian 
brothers united under one single fatherland.” 
 
Literature:  
 
Vasile Alecsandri (1821-1890) – Poezii populare ale românilor (Popular Poems 
of the Romanians) (1866) – a poem portrays Mihai as a great warrior, who managed 
to stop the Sultan’s army. 
 
Gheorghe Asachi (1788-1869) – He wrote a drama about Mihai. It is not 
surprising that in the period of the Greek revolutionary movements that coincided 
with Romanian interests as well, Asachi sets for to write a drama about Mihai 
Viteazul, the warrior, who managed to liberate his country from the Ottoman 
occupation. It was his very first historical theatre play, which was destroyed in the fire 
that damaged the city of Iaşi in 1827, therefore not much is known about it. 
 
Ion Heliade R�dulescu (1802-1872): Mihai Viteazul (1848) – the libretto of 
the first Romanian national opera, Mihai Viteazul în ajunul bătăliei de la  Călugăreni 
 
 
Constantin Halepliu (1816-1873): Moartea lui Mihai Viteazul la Turda (Mihai 
viteazul’s Death at Turda) (1854) – drama 
 
Dimitrie Bolintineanu (1818-1872): Mihai Viteazul condamnat la moarte 
(Mihai Viteazul’s death sentence) (1867), După bătaia de la  Călugăreni (After the 
battle from  Călugăreni) (1868), Mărirea şi uciderea lui Mihai Viteazul (The glory 
and assassination of Mihai Viteazul) (1868) – dramas 
 
 
 
 
Painting:  
 
Theodor Aman (1831-1891), Romanian history painter – such works by Aman as Cea 
din urmă noapte a lui Mihai Viteazul (The last night of Mihai Viteazul) (1852), 
Unirea Principatelor (The unification of the Principalities) (1857) or Izgonirea 
turcilor la  Călugăreni (The expulsion of the Turks at  Călugăreni) (1872) 
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Opera:  
 
Ion Andrei Wachmann (1807-1863): Mihai Bravul în ajunul Bătăliei de la 
Călugăreni (Mihai Viteazul in the Battle at Călugăreni) (1848) 
 
Karl Theodor Wagner: Moartea lui Mihai Viteazul (Mihai Viteazul’s Death) 
(1866) 
 
Julius Sulzer (?-1891): an opera about Mihai Viteazul, on which he worked 
between 1868-1869, but he could never present it on the stage 
Film:  
 
Sergiu Nicolaescu (1930 -) Romanian film director made the movie Mihai 
Viteazul (1970), which is a great historical tableau divided in two parts: The Battle of  
Călugăreni and The Unification – two aspects that were the major elements of the 
myth about Mihai Viteazul in Romanian national consciousness.  
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Example 1 

 
 
 
Rákóczy Song 
 
 
 
   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 (Source: http://mek.oszk.hu/02100/02152/html/06/img/6-042-57.jpg ) 
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Example 2  

 
Hunyadi László - Overture 
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Example 3 

 
Hunyadi László – chorus: Meghalt a csleszövő… (The schemer died…) 
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Example 4 

 
Bánk bán – aria Hazám, hazám …(My homeland, my homeland…) 
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Example 5 

 
Mihai Bravul – Aria Scumpa Românie…(Dear Romania…) 
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Samenvatting  

Opera en natievorming in de negentiende eeuw  

De (weer)klinkende stem van nationalisme 

 

A. Onderwerp en probleemstelling van het onderzoek 

Dit proefschrift richt zich op een cultuurhistorisch onderzoek naar de relatie tussen 

natievorming en muzikale cultuur in de negentiende eeuw in Europa. De hoofdvraag 

van mijn dissertatie betreft de bestudering van de zogenaamde nationale opera’s en 

hun rol in de ontwikkeling van het nationale bewustzijn in Hongarije en Roemenië. 

Enerzijds wil ik bewijzen dat het verschijnsel en populariteit van de nationale opera’s 

kan in elk geval niet volledig verklaard worden door de toenemende politieke 

interesse in de natiestaat en de steeds sterkere sociale positie van de nationale 

ideologieën. In plaats daarvan hebben juist de opera en andere verwante muzikale en 

culturele praktijken een omvangrijke bijdrage geleverd aan de verspreiding van het 

nationale idee en waren essentiële factoren in het ontstaan van de nationale identiteit. 

Nationale opera’s kunnen niet alleen als de weerspiegeling van het nationale 

bewustzijn gerealiseerd worden, maar eerder als actieve agenten in het creëren van 

een nationaal publieke sfeer (Öffentlichkeit).  

Anderzijds gaat mijn betoog over de begrippen van nationale muziek en 

nationale opera die ik benader als de wisselwerking tussen muziek, 

cultuurgeschiedenis en politiek. Mijn taak was niet om te bepalen wat nationale 

muziek is, maar om te analyseren wat soort muzikale stijl klonk als nationaal voor het 

negentiende eeuwse publiek. De vraag waarom een bepaalde muzikale idioom als 

nationaal werd begrepen kan men op een puur musicologische grond onvolledig 

beantwoorden. Daarom heb ik de functie en dynamiek van cultureel geheugen, 

geschiedschrijving en discours in de kaart gebracht.  

Tot slot is het proefschrift een poging tot een herziening van de ontplooiing 

van de moderne Hongaarse en Roemeense nationale identiteit. Op de basis van enkele 

casestudies wil ik aanwijzen dat nationalisme eerder als een transnationaal 

verschijnsel begrepen kan worden. De analyse van de interactie tussen de 

verschillende culturen kan tot nieuwe ideologiekritische inzichten leiden over de 

eigenschappen, symbolen en mythologie van nationale identiteit. 
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Als case studies behandelde ik twee opera’s van de Hongaarse componist 

Ferenc Erkel (1810-1893) en het werk van de oorspronkelijk Duitse musicus Johann 

Andreas Wachmann (1807-1863) die de eerste Roemeense opera heeft geschreven. Ik 

heb gekozen voor nationale opera’s die zich concentreren op de figuur van nationale 

helden (binnen het Roemeense kader Mihai Viteazul en met betrekking tot de 

Hongaarse cultuur Bánk bán en László Hunyadi). Ik wilde laten zien met welke 

middelen en onder welke omstandigheden die historische personages zich tot 

nationaal helden konden ontwikkelen. Wat was hun plaats in het culturele geheugen? 

Waarom werden ze (her)ontdekt? In welke manier werden ze omgezet om geschikt te 

zijn voor een centrale rol in het moderne nationale verhaal? Hiervoor heb ik gebruik 

gemaakt van verschillende historiografische, literaire en muzikale bronnen zoals 

reportages en tijdschriften uit de negentiende eeuw.  

Het onderzoek leidde tot de volgende conclusies: 1) Het moderne nationale 

bewustzijn sprong niet uit als een organisch en geïsoleerd fenomeen, maar het was het 

resultaat van culturele recycling, cultuurtransfer en de dynamische samenwerking 

tussen culturele en politieke bewegingen. 2) De huidige theorieën over nationalisme 

(modernist, primordialist en perennialist) kunnen ons geen bevredigend inzicht 

verschaffen in het nationalisme. Alleen een grondig cultuurhistorisch onderzoek van 

oude patronen en hun nieuwe hervattingen kunnen de ontwikkeling van het nationale 

bewustzijn in kaart brengen. Daarom heb ik in dit proefschrift een poging gedaan om 

de sterke ideologiekritische theorieën van de modernistische school in dialoog te 

stellen met de ideeën van de perennialisten over de duurzaamheid van nationalisme. 

Bijgevolg besteed ik naast het idee van natie als denkbeeld (imagined communities) 

net zoveel aandacht aan de culturele gemeenschap als denkende dynamische entiteit 

(imagining community). 3) De ontwikkeling van de Hongaarse en Roemeense 

nationale identiteit hingen nauw samen. Wij kunnen ze het best begrijpen binnen het 

bredere veld van internationale politieke sfeer van de Habsburgse monarchie. 

Ondanks de verschillende doelstellingen, volgden zij dezelfde patronen en waren 

beide beïnvloed door de Duitse cultuur. 4) Opera en muziek vormden de belangrijkste 

media voor het creëren en verspreiden van het nationale idee. 5) Het grote zangkoor 

was één van de belangrijkste elementen van de nationale opera’s. Ze hebben een 

wezenlijke rol gehad in het verenigen van mensen met verschillende achtergrond 

zowel op het toneel als buiten het theater in de populaire Liedertafel bewegingen. 6) 

Nationale muziek ontstond als het resultaat van de interactie tussen discours en reeds 
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bestaande muzikale praktijken. Traditie en discursieve conventies hebben een 

bepaalde stijl of idioom als nationaal geacht. 7) Cultuur en de cultivering van de 

cultuur waren net zo belangrijk tijdens de Europese natievorming in de negentiende 

eeuw als sociale, politieke of economische factoren.  

B. Theoretisch kader 

Dit proefschrift tracht musicologie en intellectuele geschiedenis te combineren om 

sommige aspecten van negentiende-eeuwse Europese cultuur te onderzoeken. Om de 

complexiteit van het verband tussen nationalisme en muziek en de grotere politieke, 

sociale en historische context te begrijpen gebruikt de dissertatie als theoretisch kader 

de ideeën van de New Historicism en de Polysystem Theorie zoals bedacht door 

Itamar Even-Zohar. Eén van de grootste bijdragen van New Historicism is dat het er 

in slaagde om onder een gemeenschappelijke noemer culturele praktijken en sociaal-

politieke tendensen van een bepaalde periode te brengen zonder terug te vallen in de 

ideologische handeling van het proberen om zijn essentie en zijn geest opnieuw op te 

bouwen, met andere woorden de Zeitgeist te begrijpen. New Historicism beschouwt 

de maatschappij een plaats waar tegenstrijdige krachten en discoursen actief zijn en 

waar multipliciteit van praktijken en codes de intellectuele en politieke kaart van een 

historische periode bepalen. Het voordeel van de New Historicism is zijn open 

karakter, dat in plaats van strikt scheiden van de verschillende culturele, sociale of 

politieke gebieden hun structurele samenhang benadrukt. De historische werkelijkheid 

wordt niet gezien als oorzaak van het kunstwerk, maar het werk en de geschiedenis 

worden geplaatst in dialectische verhouding met elkaar: het kunstwerk wordt 

beschouwd als een product én als producent van epistemologische veronderstellingen. 

De methodes van New Historicism en de dynamische aard van cultuur zoals de 

multipliciteit van het betekenissen bieden een geschikt theoretisch kader voor dit 

proefschrift.  

C. Opzet 

Na een Inleiding die de doelstellingen, de methodes en het theoretische gebouw 

introduceert, bevat de thesis negen hoofdstukken. Deze worden georganiseerd per 

thema rond de belangrijkste kwesties over de relatie tussen opera en natievorming.  

Hoofdstuk één, Naties als ingebeelde en veronderstellende gemeenschappen (Nations 

as Imagined and Imagining Communities), nadruk op de verschillende theorieën van 

nationalisme, betoogd dat de wortels van de vroegste vormen van nationale identiteit 
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niet gebaseerd zijn op één of andere soort natuurlijke of organische kennis van 

rassenuniformiteit, maar in tegendeel, zij zijn juist het resultaat van een politieke en 

culturele samenhang die op sociale en culturele praktijk en opgedeelde waarden en 

gemeenschappelijk verhaal worden gebaseerd. 

Hoofdstuk twee, Muziek, opera en nationalisme (Music, Opera and 

Nationalism), concentreert zich op de historische ontwikkeling van de concepten van 

nationale muziek en nationale opera en hun relatie met de negentiende-eeuwse 

nationale bewegingen. Het poogt nieuw licht te werpen op het onderwerp van 

nationale muziek terwijl het illustreert de theoretische benadering met een bekend 

stuk van het Hongaarse nationale muzikale repertoire dat in Europa vooral door de 

Symfonie van Faust van Berlioz wordt gepopulariseerd: de Rákóczy Marsh.  

Hoofdstuk drie, Nationale opera en de recycling van het cultureel geheugen 

(National Opera and the Recycling of Cultural Memory), stellen de rol van het 

historisch bewustzijn in nationale verhalen met een speciale nadruk op de recycling 

van geschiedenis in negentiende-eeuws nationale opera's voor.  

Hoofdstuk vier, Nationale muziek in Hongarije en Roemenië. Muziek in 

discours en praktijk (Conceptualising National Music in Hungary and Romania. 

Music in Discourse and Practice), onderzoekt de rol van het discours en de praktijk in 

het creëren van nationale opera's en nationale muziek en analyseert het effect van hun 

invloed op het moderne nationale bewustzijn.  

Hoofdstuk vijf, Tu Felix Austria? - De Habsburgse monarchie en de 

ontwikkeling van het Roemeense en Hongaarse nationale bewustzijn (Tu Felix 

Austria? – The Habsburg Monarchy and the Development of the Romanian and 

Hungarian National Consciousness) geeft een overzicht van de ontwikkeling van het 

Hongaarse en Roemeense nationale bewustzijn sinds hun vroegste vormen van 

manifestatie tot de negentiende eeuw. Het hoofdstuk gaat over de rol van de taal en 

het historisch besef in de vooruitgang van nationaal bewustzijn. Het plaatst de analyse 

in de grotere context van het Habsburgse monarchie om erop te wijzen dat in plaats 

van traditionele centrum-periferie oppositie meer aandacht aan de periferieën en aan 

de overgang tussen de periferieën naar het centrum zou moeten worden gegeven.  

Hoofdstuk zes, De rol van het theater in de natievorming (The Role of the 

Theatre in Shaping National Imagination) analyseert de rol van het theater in het 

verspreiden van cultureel geheugen tijdens de achttiende en negentiende eeuw en zijn 

functie in het creëren van een publieke sfeer.  



 298 

Hoofdstuk zeven, Querela Hungariae: László Hunyadi en Bánk bán. Variaties 

op een nationaal thema (Querela Hungariae: László Hunyadi, Bánk bán Variations 

on a National Theme) beweert dat deze opera's een belangrijk effect op de 

negentiende-eeuws Hongaarse publiek konden uitoefenen omdat zij recycleerde en 

plaatsten  reeds bestaande patronen in een nieuwe context  van het culturele geheugen 

en het historisch bewustzijn.  

Hoofdstuk acht, Mihai Viteazul als natiebouwer in Roemeense nationale 

verbeelding (Mihai Viteazul as Nation-Builder in Romanian National Imagination), 

analyseert de relatie tussen de eerste Roemeense nationale opera, Mihai Bravul în 

ajunul bătăliei de la Călugăreni en de bestaande Roemeense culturele praktijken. Het 

poogt een “omvangrijke-beschrijving“ (thick description) van de ontwikkeling van het 

Roemeense nationale bewustzijn te geven door de veranderingen in de representaties 

van de figuur van Mihai Viteazul te onderzoeken.  

Hoofdstuk negen, De stem van de mensen: De rol van het koor in de opera's 

van de negentiende Eeuw (The Voice of the People: The Role of the Chorus in 

Nineteenth-Century Operas) betoogt dat het gebruik van het zangkoor een 

fundamentele verandering in de structuur van de negentiende-eeuws opera's 

betekende. Het droeg bij aan de omvorming van de operahuizen in een nationaal 

trefpunt en aan de verspreiding van deze opera's en hun nationalistisch lading in de 

publieke sfeer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 299 

 

Dankwoord 
 

In de eerste plaats wil ik mijn promotoren Joep Leerssen en John Neubauer bedanken 

voor hun professionele en morele steun dat ze mij gedurende dit onderzoek gaven. 

Zonder hun wijsheid, creativiteit, enthousiasme en zeer vriendelijke houding kon ik 

dit proefschrift zeker niet afronden. Ze zijn allebei uitstekend geleerden en ook 

buitengewoon goede mensen in nood een in geluk. Ze zijn de beste begeleiders die ik 

ooit tijdens mijn academische studies ontmoeten heb. Het was altijd een plezier met 

hun mijn gedachten te bespreken en ik hoop dat wij ook in de toekomst veel inzichten 

met elkaar kunnen delen. Ze makten mijn onderzoeksperiode de mooiste en 

intellectueel meest uitdagende tijdperk van mijn carrière.  

 Daarnaast ben ik Ann Rigney zeer erkentelijk omdat ze afgelopen jaar een 

grote deel van het manuscript heeft gelezen een met commentaar voorzien. Haar 

waardevolle suggesties zijn bijzonder behulpzaam geweest. In special ben ik dankbaar 

voor haar opmerkingen over theatercultuur van het negentiende-eeuws Europa.  

Verder dank gaat uit naar Paul Koopman wie lette op dat ik mijn onderzoek in een 

vriendelijke en zorgeloze sfeer kan uitvoeren. Ik wil hem vooral bedanken voor zijn 

aanmoediging dat ik de Nederlandse taal moet leren en de financiële bijdrage 

daarvoor van de Instituut van Cultuur en Geschiedenis. Zonder deze steun zou ik niet 

in staat kunnen zijn bijvoorbeeld om mijn proefschrift in het Nederlands te verdedigen 

of cursussen in het Nederlands te geven. De kennis van de Nederlandse taal is een 

onverwacht prachtige cadeau die ik mee heb gekregen met mijn AiO positie en die ik 

steeds wil blijven verbeteren en wil blijven polijsten. 

Ik wil mijn collega’s van de Europese Studies danken, vooral Lia Versteegh 

voor haar bijna moederlijke aandacht voor mij welzijn en haar aanmoediging tijdens 

mijn studies. Ik wil ook Tatjana Das bedanken want ze heeft altijd daarvoor gezorgd 

dat ik mij niet te eenzaam voel. Verder dank gaat uit naar het Instituut voor Cultuur en 

Geschiedenis, evenals de promovendi van de Huizinga Instituut. Ten eerste ben ik 

dankbaar aan de ICG omdat ze mij de gelegenheid hebben aangeboden om mijn 

doctoraalonderzoek uit te voeren aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam. De 

bijeenkomsten en gesprekken met mijn lotgenoten van de Huizinga Instituut waren 

altijd nuttig en gezellig. 
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Verder wil ik mijn vrienden en familie danken. Ik wil Ursula Neubauer 

bedanken voor haar vriendschap en gezellige diners waarvoor ze mij regelmatig 

uitnodigde. Ik wil Suzanne Verhoeven bedanken. Om te beginnen heeft ze mij een 

kamer aangeboden in mijn eerste jaar in Amsterdam. Maar belangrijker is nog haar 

vriendschap evenals haar geduld en hulp waarmee ze mijn kennis van de Nederlandse 

taal bevorderde. Ik wil ook mijn paranimfen en goede vrienden Aviva Boissevain en 

Tiers Bakker bedanken voor die hulp die ze mij gaven. Zonder Aviva zou ik nooit 

eraan denken om in Amsterdam voor een AiO positie te gaan solliciteren. Daar ben ik 

mijn hele leven zeer dankbaar voor haar omdat ik hier in Amsterdam mij echt thuis 

voel. Ik wil Cora Stam bedanken omdat ze mij regelmatig uit mijn studiekamer van de 

P.C. Hoofthuis haalde om een koffie te gaan drinken en te lunchen in de Scheltema. 

Verder de woorden kunnen niet mij dankbaarheid voor mijn ouders uitdrukken op wie 

ik altijd terug kan vallen. En nog moeilijker is het onder woorden te brengen wat de 

liefde van mijn leven heeft betekend voor mij, want dat is zo persoonlijk en zo diep.  

Allen die hierboven genoemd zijn, hebben tijdens mijn promotie-onderzoek op 

allerlei verschillende manieren bijgestaan en eraan bijgedragen dat ik het 

voorliggende proefschrift schreef. Nog een keer hartelijk bedankt! Köszönöm!  
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