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ABSTRACT

In this paper I demonstrate the changes in Janos Mardthy’s aesthetic and political
attitudes towards popular music. Being an internationally acknowledged Marxist
musicologist, Maréthy found employment in many important musical institutions,
in the framework of which he not only had an overview of the events of Hungarian
popular music, but with his presentations and articles, in the 1950s and early 1960s
he also exerted a considerable influence on them. Using archival data and media
coverage, I examine Mar6thy’s key texts which demanded a revision in the matter of
“socialist realism” and which announced a growing attention and tolerance towards
the musical products of Western “mass culture”: jazz and pop-rock. His work shows
how popular music became a part of academic research in Socialist Hungary.

KEYWORDS: Janos Mar6thy, Hungarian popular music, marxist musicology,
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INTRODUCTION

In this paper I demonstrate the changes in Janos Maréthy’s (1925-2001) aesthetic and
political attitudes towards popular music from the late 1940s up to the early 1970s. Being
an internationally acknowledged Marxist musicologist, Mar6thy found employment
in many important musical institutions, in the framework of which he not only had
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an overview of the events of Hungarian popular music, but with his presentations and
articles, in the 1950s and the early 1960s he also exerted a considerable influence on
them. In reconstructing and analyzing his aesthetic and sociological approach, however,
one can point out Mar6thy’s forced ideological path, and notice how the Soviet proc-
lamation on “peaceful coexistence” of the two camps and the rapidly changing East-
West relations from the 1960s influenced his thinking. With the help of archival data and
media coverage, I examine MarOthy’s key texts, chosen from different periods. Primarily
I elaborate those texts and sketches from the 1960s which demanded a revision in the
matter of “socialist realism,” and which announced a growing attention and tolerance
towards the musical products of Western “mass culture:” jazz and pop-rock. His work
shows us how popular music became a part of academic research in Socialist Hungary.

MUSICOLOGY AND SOCIALIST REALISM

Following its campaigns against literature and philosophy, in the beginning of 1948, the
Soviet leadership began to intervene in the internal affairs of musical life. The chief party
ideologist Andrei Zhdanov delivered two speeches during the convention of Soviet
musical experts in the Central Committee of CPSU; in which he incited them to fight
against formalism and cosmopolitanism. His words soon turned into a party resolution
and were looked upon as doctrines for all musicians in the Soviet Union.

The consequences and conclusions of the resolutions are well-known: socialist
realism no longer had an alternative in artistic ideology. Jazz and dance music, mali-
gned as “warmongering instruments” of Western imperialism, could not avoid the
devastating critique either, nor the transformation in order to comply with the requ-
irements of the new aesthetic principles.

The news of the events that shocked Soviet artists also spread, within a short
time, to Hungary. One of the daily papers, Szabad Nép [Free Nation], published
the resolutions as early as February 1948, and so did the major musicology journal,
Zenei Szemle [ Musical Review], in the autumn, with the translation of Zhdanov’s
speeches (Zsdanov 1948). In the same issue of Zenei Szemle, one can find an article
entitled “Improvizacié és romantika” [Improvisation and Romanticism], written by
the 23-year-old musicology student Jdanos Mar6thy. Referring to the American music
historian and sociologist Rudi Blesh, in his article Mar6thy considered modern jazz
as the most developed form of the art of improvisation, and in the hope of resurrec-
ting music “bonding intimately with society,” he showed no inclination to distinguish
between the products of “lonely geniuses” and the “masses;” furthermore, up until
that point, he rejected the dichotomies of “imperialist” versus “communist” or “bour-
geoisie” versus “popular” (Maréthy 1948a).

In his other two articles from this period (Maréthy 1948b; 1949), Maréthy raised
very similar issues. In these early articles one can already observe certain motifs that
later determined his thinking. All these motifs — such as revaluating the musical acti-
vity of people and the ability to improvise, or bringing the “higher” and “lower” arti-
stic spheres closer to each other — stem from his belief in the collective power of music
and in the importance of “music of the masses”
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These early papers, nevertheless, are true documents of the times: although they
were published under the shadow of the Soviet musical resolutions, they capture a
historic moment when these resolutions had not yet been binding in Hungary. Rather,
they represent the cultural efforts of the post-war coalition parties (P6th 198s), who
concentrated all their energies on creating a “popular culture” based on folk art that,
being intelligible and available for everybody, was considered to be able to push its
way to “higher” culture.

The future was planned in the new intellectual circles with bustling zeal: there
were ardent, but free-atmosphere discussions about the ways to address the masses,
and, at that time, the Zhdanovschina appeared to be only one possibility. Thus it
might occur that the debates and critiques about the changes in Soviet cultural policy
could be publicly conducted. It is a well-known fact, however, how the status changed
and how the reception of the Zhdanov doctrines underwent a transformation with the
acceleration of the country’s Sovietization. The transition towards socialism entered
a new, utopian phase: the Cultural Revolution, started in 1949, demanded the uphe-
aval and reorganization of musical life. Among the executives one mostly finds youn-
gsters who were otherwise very loyal to the new regime. Maréthy, who was singled
out in 1954 as the most talented young Marxist musicologist,* also found employment
in many important institutions. He was a member of the Musicological Department,
the Mass Musical Department and the Popular Musical Department of the Associa-
tion of Hungarian Musicians. He also became the editor of the new leading musico-
logical journal Uj Zenei Szemle ([New Musical Review]; founded in 1950), in which
he published the very first Hungarian socialist realist music reviews that tried to be an
example for the ideal music reviews of the future. And in his new scientific work he
tried to popularize the new aesthetic slogan of “national in form, socialist in content”
(Maréthy 1951; Maréthy 1953a).

Since publishing anything that deviated from the official line was not
permitted anymore after the communist takeover, we should not attempt to
infer how ideologically committed he was at that time. This commitment could
only be proven by the quantity and influence of his writings and by the nature
of his verbal communication during non-public debates in the committees and
departments. The student, who had previously sympathized with Bartékian and
Kodalyian “folk realism” seemed to develop into a supporter of new communist
ideas within a few months and become constantly up-to-date concerning the
events of Soviet culture.

The aforementioned fundamental motifs of Mar6thy’s thinking, however, did
not disappear from his main works of this period either — but rather adapted to the
changed political circumstances. He remained convinced that the common activities
coming from “below” and the collective improvisation are only capable of renewing
musical styles. Yet to prove this thesis, from then on he permanently advocated for
the necessity of following the new type of Soviet folk art (thriving since 1948), and,

2 A brief of Mrs. Szavai for the Ministry of People’s Education, September 24, 1954. MNL OL
(National Archives of Hungary) P2146 71. d.
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in general, he emphasized (if not overemphasized) the role of folk tunes, not only in
classical, but also in popular music culture.

It is remarkable how Mardthy persisted with his thesis when Stalin died in 1953.
This insistence manifests in his programmatic article published in spring 1953 entitled
“Ténczenénk fejlesztésének néhany siirgetd feladata” [A Few Urgent Tasks Regarding
the Improvement of Our Dance Music]. This two-part essay includes what is probably
the last large-scale concept of “national dance music.” The point under discussion
here, again, was the relation between music and the masses. But its sole aim was to
show the world that had been split into two opposing camps. Capitalism, according
to Mardthy, oppresses and disorganizes the masses, and destroys the creativity of
the people by concentrating on individual talent. In contrast, in the “liberated and
democratic” countries and the Soviet Union there is a “golden age” of the art of the
masses — people are creating with enormous intensity. Only with this fresh impetus
can the “democratic” forces stop the global hegemonic aspirations of the United States
that are embodied in recent years’ bourgeois popular music, namely in the “infected,
unhealthy swinging” and in the “convulsing jerking of the bebop” (Maréthy 1953b).

Maréthy pushed for a comprehensive reform of the Hungarian dance music scene,
and in order to do that, he started to criticize all existing “schools” of the early 1950s.
First, the so-called “neutral school,” since on the one hand it purged the dance music
repertoire of any songs that could contain attributes of Americanism, but on the
other, it did not recognize the liberating effect of the creative power of the masses,
expressed in the vitality and virtuosity of the dancing. Second, the so-called “high-
quality school,” because it emphasized the role of form and quality. Third, Mar6thy
also condemned the “Hungarian-style school,” although he described it as the most
progressive socialist realist popular music endeavor. He called attention to the dangers
of its schematic relation to folk music, but at the same time it was the only “school”
for which he made suggestions in order to put it “on the right track” and to eliminate
its foreign influences. Starting from the fact that social dances have almost the same
metric and rhythmic structure, he worked out a strict musicological method on which
he demonstrated how Hungarian lednytdnc (girls’ dance) should substitute for the
slow two-measure dances (such as slow fox) and the Hungarian pig shepherds dances
(kandsztdnc) for the quick two-measure dances (such as twist or boogie woogie). He
did not even refrain from bureaucratic intervention to implement this programme:
he demanded the creation of a band that could serve as a model and that would be
capable of fulfilling the socialist entertainment requirements (Maréthy 1953b).

There was indeed an intervention in June 1953, but it was rather disadvan-
tageous for the musicologist: the new Soviet leadership forced the Hungarian
Working People’s Party to admit its former faults and make some compromises.
The newly appointed Prime Minister, Imre Nagy announced a new government
program, following which a new struggle commenced between the “revisionist”
and “dogmatic” wings of the communists. Maréthy, could not avoid self-criticism
and a partial correction of his views. Attached to the ministerial statement of the
new minister for people’s education, Jézsef Darvas (1953 ), he also accused himself
of aristocratism and confessed that the official cultural policy had lost touch with
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the people. At the debate-sessions of the Second Musical Week in 1953, in his article
entitled “A magyar zene fejlédésének néhany iddszert kérdése” [Some Current
Issues Regarding The Development of Hungarian Music] from 1954, and even in
his presentation entitled “Zenénk és a tdmegek” [Our Music and the Masses] from
1956, he expounded why he disapproved of musicians in Hungary looking down
on the masses, as well as Hungarian composers enforcing the new type of songs
they were expected to compose “from above” on the people, without asking the
people themselves (Mar6thy 1954; Maréthy 1956). Do not compose for the stage, he
warned in 1956, because the best songs are born during collective amusement, and
not on the stage (Mardthy 1956). And from then on, he considered administrative
measures risky, expecting success from those new musical pieces that were capable
of capturing the “novelty germinating in the mind of the masses” (Ibid.). Only this
novelty could beat the old and outmoded way of thinking that made a distinction
between classical and popular, and moreover, between popular and mass music.
Maréthy argued for breaking down the walls between these musical styles, and set
up again a model as an ideal, in which popular music blazed the trail towards the
higher musical spheres.

In fact, the aforementioned corrections could only be considered as minor shif-
ting of accents. At that time, the “correction” for him meant going back to the pre-1951
phase of the communist establishment. He criticized the paralyzing effects of burea-
ucratic mechanisms between 1951 and 1953 and the relatively free atmosphere of the
post-1953 period for retaining the capitalist dichotomy of the “ivory tower” versus
“trash,” as well as for giving up the comprehensive and centralized concept of the
socialist realist transformation of musical life.

During these years, however, Mar6thy could not see or even acknowledge the
extent to which the regime was illusionistic, and the extent to which it ignored the
existing differences and contradictions between the social classes. The Twentieth
Congress of the CPSU and the Hungarian Revolution) in 1956, however, changed
everything, including the interpretation of Zhdanov and socialist realist music.

RECONSIDERATION

In the 1960s, due to the dramatic changes occurring in both national and internati-
onal policy, Maréthy had to gradually reconsider the cultural and ideological legacy
of the 1950s. One of his first steps in that direction was to redefine the terms “people”
and “nation,” or rather, to point out their misinterpretation during the high Stalinist
period. Mar6thy once again promulgated the primacy of Lenin’s theories of popu-
lism (narodnichestvo), i.e. “raising the most backward classes of society to the higher
spheres of culture” (Maréthy 1982).

Maréthy, who found employment in the Budapest Bartdk Archives, further
realized that Stalinist cultural policy, albeit aspiring to a “humanistic totality,” excluded
works, schools, even entire epochs from the socialist realist canon, and it sensed the
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“smell of bourgeois decay” even where capitalism and bourgeois tastes were carped.?
This is why the musicologist tried later to rehabilitate the so called “golden “20s” and
searched for artists of that time who had taken up the fight against petty bourgeoisie
taste and the individualism of the Western consumer society. Presenting the works of
Shostakovich, Eisler or Prokofiev as real prototypes for socialist realist art, Mar6thy
explained that this period, beginning with the October Socialist Revolution in 1917,
did not resign to reduce the gap between the artist and the masses, and wanted to
transform the social and receptive framework of the arts in order to express the collec-
tive experience of music.

The aforementioned changes in Maréthy’s ideological and aesthetic approach
also affected his judgments on “popular” (here: “everyday”) music. At the first stage,
he was ready to redefine jazz as a genre and reconcile with it. In his article entitled
“Kinek a zenéje és meddig?” [Whose music and for how long?], published in 1961
in the journal Elet és Irodalom [Life and Literature], Maréthy seemed to put himself
ahead of the modernization of Hungarian scientific discourses on popular music
(Martohy 1961). Hungarian jazz historians referred to this essay as the starting point
of the emancipation of this genre in the socialist musical environment. We have to
keep in mind, however, that Mar6thy here, as well as in his later reflections, such as
in his major work Zene és polgdr, zene és proletdr [Music and Bourgeois, Music and
Proletarian], already turned away from the main directions of the local discussions
on jazz. He did not concentrate on the presumptive role of jazz in the improvement
of musical taste, and did not consider it as an effective instrument capable of putting
an end to the flow of Western dance music. Rather, he was interested in the social
roots of this type of music, and therefore he made a sharp distinction between the
so-called “native” jazz and “commercial” jazz. He clearly preferred the former. Before
its commercialization, he said, jazz connected the destiny of poor black people and
white proletarians, and regenerated collective creativity. With its dynamic rhythmic
and harmonic system, “native” jazz was able to both imitate and destroy any form of
bourgeois music. Neither its dirty notes, nor its glissandos and syncopes exist for
the sake of art; they are instead for the critics, as well as for the negation of bour-
geois sentimentality and expressivity. According to Maré6thy, “native” jazz was a true
(proto)-realist art, yet the later jazz styles did not fulfill the conditions of realism
(Maréthy 1966).

From his 1961 article onwards, Maré6thy designated, for instance, the so-called
“pentatonic” jazz, which is equal to the above-mentioned “Hungarian-style dance
music” of the early 1950s. He objected not only to its practical imperfections, but
also denied the entire concept of “national dance music” and called the concept of a
“nationalistic musical culture” in the 20" century anachronistic. Shifting from Stali-
nist nationalism to a socialist internationalism, he also emphasized the importance
of cultural relations and interrelations of Hungary with other countries and nations.

He condemned the so-called “sweet jazz” for quite different reasons: “with its

3 Mar6thy, Janos: ,Népiség és folklor — ma: Torténeti és aktudlis megfontolasok a marxista népiség-
elmélethez” (manuscript), MZA (Archives for 20"-21* Centrury Hungarian Music, Hungarian Academy
of Sciences) 1.2004/21.3.
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mechanically beating accompaniment and the sentimental melody floating above
it,” sweet jazz “represents the bourgeois episteme,” as well as the serial and punctual
musical endeavors. The same goes with the snobby “cool jazz” as it depicts the cyni-
cism and emptiness of imperialist ideology (Maréthy 1966).

The aforementioned aesthetic-sociologist model explains to us why Mar6thy reva-
luated those new folk singers whose background was in the labour movement (such as
Pete Seeger, Josh White or Paul Robeson), and why he supported “the amateur guita-
rist” movement also coming from a working-class environment, despite its Western
origins. Mardthy predominantly took the side of folkish beat songs with political
lyrics, even when it caused arguments between him and his comrades. This was also
true later on when the official cultural policy tried to get rid of bands with their own
political songs, because they were making small profit. Only few people demanded
the development of the artistic activity of the masses, and the supporting of the new
wave of youth music, as persistently as him.

CONCLUSION

By the end of the 1960s, Mar6thy had already formulated a modified canon of soci-
alist realism that included those genres of Western popular music that had resisted
the capitalist methods of entertainment, distribution and economy. In his famous
essay entitled “A beat iiriigyén — a muvel8désrél” [On the Pretext Of the Beat Music
- Regarding Education], he made it entirely clear that in a socialist culture mass
genres are not adversaries of ‘high’ art. Capitalism, however, has torn humans and
their culture into pieces, and these pieces are turning against each other. What was
a young beat music fan to do if they were advised to listen to Mozart instead of beat
music? And what was a Puccini fan to do if they were forced to listen to Stockhausen?
The very demarcation line lies not between ‘light” and ‘serious’ or ‘modern’ and ‘tradi-
tional, but within these categories. One who understands native jazz is also able to
reach Bartdk, while a lover of romantic operetta accesses even Schoenberg’s Erwar-
tung more quickly than Bartok’s Second Piano Concerto (Maréthy 1969-1982: 107-108).

These remarks can be identified with the original music aesthetic and music poli-
tical objectives of the communists, but not with those of the 1970s. After 1968, leaders
of Hungarian cultural policy were far too interested in preserving the dichotomy
of education versus entertainment, or of classical music versus popular music. In
music policy the economic-commercial aspects prevailed over the ideological one.
Thus, becoming old-fashioned, Janos Maré6thy, who had been an initiator and major
figure of the local political and aesthetic discussions concerning the popular music
for decades, lost his influence and was gradually ousted from the public. However,
he remained loyal to his principles. His persistence made conducting research on
popular music genres in the Department of Sociology of Music at the Budapest Insti-
tute of Musicology (from 1969) possible, and therefore, a new discipline, popular
music studies was able to set foot officially in Hungary.
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ApaAaM UTHHALY

»2MY3UKA MUATOHA",
JaHoOII MAPOTH M1 AKAAEMCKO ITIPOYYABAE ITIOITYAAPHE MY3UKE ¥
MABAPCKO]J

(CAXETAK)

Y 0BOM paay pasMarpaMm peaaTHOCT Janoma Maporuja (1925-2001) u mpomene
HErOBUX €CTeTHYKUX U MOAUTHYKUX CTAaBOBA ¥ OAHOCY Ha IOITyAAPHY MY3HUKY, ¥
IIepPHOAY OA KPaja 4eTPAECeTHX AO ITOYeTKa cepamaeceTux ropnHa XX seka. Kao
MelyyHapOAHO IPU3HAT My3HKOAOT MAPKCHCTUUKE OpHjeHTaruje, MapoTu je paano
Y MHOTHM 3Ha4YajHHM My3U4YKUM MHCTUTYLIMjaMa, Koje Cy My Ipyskase naargopmy ca
KOje je MOrao He caMo Aa mparu aorahama y mabhapckoj nomyaaproj mysuny, seh u
AQ 3HAYAjHO YTHYE Ha FHHX, IIOCEOHO ITyTeM jaBHIX HACTYIIA U YAAHAKA 00jaBoEHIX
TOKOM ITeACCETHX 1 II0YeTKOM IIe3AeCeTUX FOAMHA MpomAor Beka. ITpu nmoxymajy
PEeKOHCTPYHCamba U AHAAU3HPAba HErOBUX eCTETUYKUX H COLIMOAONIKUX CTaBOBA,
cyouaBamo ce ca MaporujeBoM GpOpCHpPaHOM HAEOAOLIKOM Iy TarmboM i mpuMehyjemo
Aa Cy COBjeTCKH IPOTAAC O ,MHPOsSyOHBOM CAIIOCTOjakby” ABA KaMIIA M IPOMEHe
opHocuma u3Melyy Fcroka u 3amaaa op IIOYeTKA IIe3AECETHX FOAMHA HTEKAKO MMAAH
YTHIIaja Ha KeroBa pasMulllbarka. Ha 0CHOBY apXMBCKMX IMOAATaKa M CAauyBaHHX
MEAHJCKHUX 3aIIHCa, PasMaTpaM KisyaHe MapoTujeBe TeKCTOBE, U3 PA3AMYUTHX PasA005a
HEroBor papa. IIpBeHCTBEHO ce 6aBMM TEKCTOBHMMA U CKHIIAMA U3 IIE3AECETHX, ¥
KOjuMa je MapoTu 3axTeBao peBH3HUjy TyMaderba ,COLUjAANCTUYKOT Peasu3Ma
KOjH Cy HajaBUAH eTOBY CBe Belly makiby 1 TOAePAHIIH)y 3a My3HUKe IPOU3BOAE
3aMapmbavKe MACOBHE KYATYpe: I1e3 1 IoM-pok. ThMe mherosy HalMCHU MOKa3yjy Kako je
TIOITYAAPHA My3HKa [I0CTAAA AEO AKAAEMCKIIX PACIIPaBA Y COLMjaANCTIYKOj Mabapckoj.

Hakon 1968. ropune, xpearopu mahapcke KyATypHe IIOAUTHKe OGUAU CY
3aHHTEepeCOBaHH 32 OIyBabe AUXOTOMH]je H3Mel)y obpasoBarsa 1 3a0aBe, OAHOCHO,
usmel)y xaacuune u nmomyaapre mysuxe. Ha HOAPYUjy My3HKe eKOHOMCKO-
KOMepLFjaAHH aCIIeKT IIPEBArHyo je Hap nAeoromkuM. OBakBuM 06pTOM, JaHOMI
Maporu, xoju je perieHHjamMa 610 HMHHUIWjaTOP U HAj3HAYAjHUjU MPOTAarOHUCTA
MOAUTHUYKYX M eCTeTUIKUX AMCKYCHja y Be3H Ca IIOITYAAPHOM MY3HKOM, ITOCTA0
je yIpeBasuben”, U3TyOHO YTHUIIAj U IIOCTEIIEHO HECTAO U3 jABHOT XHUBOTA.
MebyTum, oH je 0cTao BepaH CBOjUM IPUHIUINMA. 3axBasyjyhu merosom
AEAOBaIbY, IPOyYaBatbe MOITyAapHe My3rKe Ha OACEKy 32 COLIIOAOIHjy My3HKe IIPU
MysukoaomkoM HHCTUTYTY Y ByarmMierntu mocraao je moryhe op 1969. roause, a
CTyAHje [IOITyAQPHE My3HKe Cy 3BaHIYHO yTeMebeHe Ka0 HOBA HAYUHA AFCIIAIIANHA.

Kny4uHE PEYM: JaHom Maporu, mahapcka momyaapHa My3nKa, MapKCHCTHYKA
MY3HKOAOTHja, COLIMjaAUCTUYKH PeaAUu3aM



