
Folksong in the Concert Hall 
 
The works featured on this programme all take inspiration from folk music. Zoltán Kodály’s 
Concerto for Orchestra is an example of folklorism—the systematic incorporation of folk music 
into modernist art composition. Karol Szymanowski’s Second Violin Concerto is another example 
of 20th century folklorism, albeit of a Polish variety (Kodály uses material from his native 
Hungary). The modernists, however, didn’t have a monopoly on using folk material. Antonín 
Dvořák’s Ninth Symphony in E minor, ‘From the New World’, has material inspired by the music 
of both the Native Americans and the African diaspora, but is instead an example of Romantic 
exoticism, as opposed to folklorism. 
 
The programme opens with Kodály’s Concerto for Orchestra (1941). The term ‘concerto for 
orchestra’ may seem like a contradiction in terms: a concerto is, after all, written for a soloist, who 
is accompanied by the orchestra. So while there are violin concertos, cello concertos, piano 
concertos, and so on, it doesn’t seem to make much sense to have an orchestra concerto. 
Nonetheless, in the 20th century, the ‘concerto for orchestra’ genre really took off. The most famous 
example is undoubtedly folklorist Béla Bartók’s Concerto (1943), one of the towering masterpieces 
of Western music. However, prior to Bartók, Paul Hindemith had already written a concerto for 
orchestra (1925), and Kodály’s example predates Bartók’s by two years. Add to these the popular 
example by Witold Lutosławski (1954), and we have a list of the cornerstones of this odd modernist 
invention. 
 
So, what is a ‘concerto for orchestra’? Historically, there are two answers to this question, which 
can be illustrated by comparing the works of Bartók and Kodály. Bartók’s Concerto is more akin to 
a solo concerto, in that it is an extremely virtuostic piece where all the orchestral instruments (as 
opposed to just one soloist) get a starring role. It should be noted, however, that the wonders of that 
work far exceed virtuoso fireworks—indeed, it is almost as if one of the soloists is the composer 
himself! Kodály’s answer, however, is different, but no less a product of the 20th century. As with so 
many other European modernists, Kodály looked to the past for inspiration, and in particular, to the 
music of the Baroque. Kodály’s Concerto is thus a modern version of the concerto grosso, where a 
group of soloists are set against a larger orchestral group. Often, the important thematic material is 
stated by the larger group (the ripieno), while the group of soloists (the concertino) provides 
interludes. This is indeed what one finds with Kodály’s Concerto for Orchestra, with the key 
difference that the composition of the concertino group changes as the piece progresses. 
 
The Concerto is cast in three movements, played without pause (although the listener is more likely 
to identify five main sections, based on tempo changes). It opens with an Allegro risoluto statement 
of the main theme by the full ripieno ensemble. This is followed by the first solo group interlude, 
featuring woodwinds, brass, and solo violin. A large Largo section follows; here, the concertino 
features an assortment of string soloists, as well as clarinet. This builds to a restatement of the 
opening theme (by the full ensemble, naturally), followed by a shorter Largo section, and rounded 
off with an exciting race to the end based on the main theme.  
 
Bartók and Kodály were close friends, and together spent considerable time on ethnomusicological 
projects. In terms of music history, both are representative of folklorism—the inclusion of folk 
elements in modernist art music composition. The folklorists appealed to folk music in an effort to 
find new harmonic, melodic, and structural ideas, as well as abandoning the old major-minor tonal 
system that had been exhausted by the Romantics. Kodály’s Concerto is a fantastic example of 
folklorism. The main theme finds its roots in a Hungarian folksong called ‘Fly, Peacock, Fly’, 
which Kodály used as the basis for a set of orchestral variations (the Variations on a Hungarian 
Folksong, ‘The Peacock’, published 1939). The Concerto’s wonderful main theme, presented in the 
opening bars, is a modified version of the third Peacock variation: 



 
 
The influence of folk elements can also be heard in the second item on this programme, Karol 
Szymanowski’s Violin Concerto No. 2, op. 61. From the outset, there is something of central 
European folk music on display in Szymanowski’s thematic creations, especially with regard to the 
preponderance of drone-like accompaniment (mostly in open fifths) and frequent dual-melody 
polyphony. Both of these features are common in central European folk music, and are exploited by 
other modernist inter-War folklorists like Kodály and Bartók. The work as a whole divides into two 
compound sections, separated by the extreme virtuosity of the cadenza. The main theme is stated 
immediately at the outset by the soloist. It serves as the central motivic idea for the first half of the 
Violin Concerto, and makes a prominent return towards the end: 
 
 

 
 
Notable here is the emphasis on the interval of a minor third. This interval is the real identifying 
element of this theme, and can be taken as an aural reference point in Szymanowski’s otherwise 
rhapsodic treatment of the material. This intervallic idea is handled in a similar way to a core 
feature of the main theme of the concerto’s second half, presented by the soloist immediately after 
the cadenza. Whereas with the first theme, the core idea was intervallic, throughout the second half 
of the concerto the most important idea that is carried forward is the triplet figure abstract from the 
theme below: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Szymanowski’s folk-like material is punctuated, in both movements, by mournful slow themes. 
These, however, do not see as much developmental use as the two principal themes and their 
derivatives. It is hard not to hear the influence of folk music in these principal themes. The late 



works by Szymanowski are wonderful examples of true modernist folklorism: key features of 
vernacular musical traditions (in this case, the music of the Tatra highlanders) are blended with 
architectural and developmental techniques explored in the context of modernist, post-tonal art 
music. The result is a sonic alternative to the tired old harmonic practices of the 19th century. 
 
The 12th International Summer Music Festival concludes with one of the most popular symphonies 
in the repertoire, Dvořák’s Symphony No. 9 in E minor, ‘From the New World’. The historical 
background to the work, stemming from Dvořák’s sojourn in America, is well-known. The extent to 
which the composer had been exposed to African American folk music, as well as the music of the 
eastern Native Americans, is less clear, and has been the topic of much debate. What isn’t debated is 
the fact that the music has a particularly exotic flavour about it, especially with regard to the 
widespread use of pentatonicism and the Aeolian mode (a harmonic minor with a flattened seventh, 
also known as the natural minor). Pentatonicism and flattened sevenths were a feature of both 
African- and Native American musical traditions at the end of the 19th century.  
 
This is a symphony of so many rich thematic ideas, that trying to catalogue them all here would be 
impossible. The interested reader is advised to consult one of the many thorough analyses of this 
work that are publicly available, should a comprehensive account be sought; I will simply remark 
on several pertinent features here. 
 
First, in terms of general architecture, the symphony features sonata forms as first and final 
movements. The famous second movement is ternary, while the third takes the form of a frantic 
scherzo and trio. In terms of key, the first, third and final movements are all in E minor, with the 
finale concluding triumphantly in the tonic major. The Largo second movement dwells on both D 
flat major and the parallel enharmonic minor, C sharp. Thus, one can see that the standard inter-
movement key contrasts of the Viennese classists (like Mozart and Haydn) are gone, and even the 
German Romanticist fixation on relationships of thirds (Schubert and Schumann) has been 
abandoned. The link between E minor and the distantly related D flat major is actually forshadowed 
in the recapitulation of the first movement, where the second theme group appears not in G, but a 
semitone higher, in A flat—the subdominant relation of D flat.  
 
In terms of themes, the work opens with a slow section featuring a melodic idea found in several of 
Dvořák’s other works from New York, including the well-known String Quintet in E flat major. 
Regarding the exposition that follows, an important feature that should be noted is the use of groups 
of themes, as opposed to individual first and second themes. In other words, the opening movement 
consists of a first theme group, which is tonally contrasted to a second theme group; the multiple 
themes within each respective group are related organically. The first group is dominated by this 
famous and wonderful motive: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The second theme group features the following figure in the key of G. Note the minor third (B flat), 
as well as the flattened seventh (F natural), over a dominant drone—this is an example of Dvořák’s 
use of the Aeolian mode, which together with narrow range, yields a distinctly ‘American’ flavour. 
This is the same melody that is transposed up a semitone in the recapitulation, as mentioned earlier: 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The last substantial theme of the exposition has often been discussed in light of its striking 
similarity to the spiritual ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’. Dvořák had been deeply moved after hearing 
Harry T. Burleigh singing spirituals, and may well have heard the famous tune from him. However, 
the composer denied that this was the source of his theme, although he was clear in stating that both 
African- and Native American music served as inspiration for much of the symphony’s material. In 
any case, here are both themes for comparison (in the first line, ‘Swing Low’; in the second, 
Dvořák’s mostly-pentatonic theme in G): 
 

 

 
 
Many of the themes explored in the first movement return in the finale. That movement opens with 
the following thunderous theme. While it may not be directly related to the fanfare-like first theme 
group motive quoted above, it shares the same character: 
 
 

 
 
Finally, no discussion of Dvořák’s Ninth Symphony is complete without mentioning its most 
famous moment, the presentation of the Largo movement’s main theme by the cor anglais (quoted 
here at concert pitch): 
 
 

 
 
On its debut, Dvořák’s Ninth Symphony was an outrageous success. It has since gone on to become 
one of the most popular works in the symphonic canon, and probably Dvořák’s single greatest 
triumph. As with the works by Kodály and Szymanowski, the Ninth Symphony shows the vitality of 



material available in folk music. It is worth noting that South African composers have, since the 
1980s, also explored indigenous music in search of fresh melodic and structural ideas. One of the 
greatest gifts given to the musical public in the 20th century was surely folklorism, which reasserted 
the intrinsic value of ‘non-art’ music. Even though Dvořák’s Ninth Symphony is typically seen as a 
Romantic exoticism, it shows that even prior to modernism, composers were seeking new ways of 
expressing themselves by turning to the wealth of human heritage embodied in traditional music.  
 

Barry Ross 
 
 


