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The tunes played by musical clocks and musical 
picture clocks – those quintessentially Bieder-
meier objects – reflect the musical tastes of the 
age. From the mid-eighteenth century, auto-
matic musical instruments were popular among 
aristocratic families. Works for the expensive 
mechanisms in use at that time were written by 
the most renowned composers: Joseph Haydn, 
for example, wrote many such pieces. At the 
end of the century, the appearance of a new and 
cheaper mechanism led to the proliferation of 
musical pictures and clocks: bourgeois homes 
were filled with aesthetically pleasing objects,  
typically decorated with idyllic scenes or repro-
ductions of popular historical paintings, that could 
play music. Although the internal music-making 
mechanism could be changed – the music not 
generally being associated with the theme of 
the painting – several played music that was well- 

1	 Mészáros 2009.
2	 A famous scene at the coronation diet in Bratislava in 1741, when Empress Maria Theresa’s appeal to the Hungarian  
	 nobles for their support was met with the spirited pledge of “Our life and our blood” for the security of the  
	 empire [trans.].
3	 A recording is available at https://zti.hungaricana.hu/hu/93716/.

liked in the early to mid-nineteenth century. The 
same automatic instrument often featured tunes 
in different styles. Besides the dances, waltzes, 
ländlers, polkas, and mazurkas then fashionable 
throughout Europe, the automatic instruments 
found in Hungary also played popular opera tunes 
and Hungarian-style tunes known as verbunkos. 
The clock in the Budapest Museum of Music 
History, for example, plays an arrangement of  
a Hungarian melody attributed to János Bihari, a 
renowned Gypsy band leader from the verbunkos 
period, as well as a waltz by Joseph Lanner; one 
of the frame clocks in the Museum of Applied 
Arts plays the Alföldi csárdás by Gáspár Bernát 
and Johann Strauss’s Zigeunerin Quadrille;1 while 
the Szekszárd Museum’s picture clock, depicting 
the “Vitam et sanguinem” scene,2 plays both a 
verbunkos and a waltz.3
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Popular music in Hungary in the early decades 
of the nineteenth century was characterised by 
the simultaneous presence of fashionable Euro-
pean dance music, which reached Hungary with  
a slight delay, and the Hungarian style. This is re-
flected in the numerous handwritten scores, pro-
duced for private purposes, that have survived 
from the period of rudimentary sheet music pub-
lication in Hungary, which testify to the spread of 
music-making among the nobility and educated 
bourgeoisie from the late eighteenth century. Ar-
rangements were written for popular instruments, 
mostly for piano and more rarely for older types 
of keyboard instruments known as the clavecin, 
clavicembalo, or cembalo, as well as for violin, 
string chamber ensemble, guitar, and orchestra.4 
In many collections, the name of the – often fe-
male – owner has also survived. Music lovers 
often made copies of printed scores or manu-
scripts, presumably for themselves. Sometimes, 
even the title page was faithfully reproduced, 
while on other occasions, the name of the copy-
ist or transcriber was included in the dedication. 
On one beautifully written manuscript, a certain 
József Georgiadesz, a teacher from Aszód, dedi-
cated his own composition “with the greatest re-
spect” to Miss Mária Podmaniczky; Georgiadesz 
expressed similar esteem in 1811 when dedicat-
ing a Hungarian tune he had written to the wife 
of Baron Sándor Podmaniczky of Aszód.5 The – 
typically private – teaching of music required 
selections of pieces appropriate to the skills and 
interests of students. The Peregrin Wagner, who, 
in 1824 and 1825, compiled pedagogical piano 

“Handstücke” for Miss Nina Rickl, was presuma-
bly the young lady’s music teacher. Collected un-
der a German title, the fifty pieces in the piano 
tutorial include dances belonging to different 
nationalities – “Ländler”, “Ecossée”, “Anglois”, 

“Krakovianka”, “Mazur”, and “Quadrille”, ten Hun-
garian melodies, as well as pieces by the name 

4	 Papp 1999, 398.
5	 Papp 1983, 252–53.
6	 Papp 1999, 123.
 7	 Ibid., 251–54.
8	 Tari 1998; Papp 1999, 214.
9	 Papp 1999, 233.

of “Marcia” and “Aria”.6 Along with exercises and 
explanations of the rudiments of music, Amália 
Bálvánszky’s collection, begun in 1814 and with 
a German epigraph, contains mainly German 
and a smaller number of Hungarian dances, “Ari-
as”, chorales, and works by minor contemporary 
composers.7 Dating from after 1819, the music 
book of Mária Csányi contains a similar reper-
toire of polonaises, minuets, Hungarian melodies, 
arias from Rossini operas, German dances, senti-
mental songs, gallops, marches, and variations.8 
Even small changes in musical fashion can be 
discerned in Mária Sedony’s 1843 collection of 
guitar tunes, which again has a German title only: 
alongside Hungarian dances, gallops, “Eccosse”, 
opera tunes, arias, and variations, it includes such 
innovations as waltzes by Johann Strauss and  
Joseph Lanner, which enjoyed growing populari-
ty in the 1830s.9

The diversity of the repertoire – made up of short 
pieces that were suited to the tastes of the sa-
lon, that required relatively little musical prowess, 
and that were thus widely playable – was ensured 
by different types of dances and pieces in a va-
riety of metres. This same diversity also applied 
to songs, a genre that was extremely popular for 
similar reasons while also reflecting the flourish-
ing song culture of Western Europe. János Arany 
alludes to this in his poem The Old Tambourine 
Man when describing the youthful songs that live 
on in the subject’s memory: “Songs from the old 
days, wonderful tune each one: gentle follows 
firm, – German Hungarian.” In his 1874 collection 
of songs for children and the young, Arany distin-
guished between what he called “folk songs and 
the like”, a name borrowed from the folk song 
collection of János Erdélyi, and what he also 
referred to in the quoted poem as songs with 

“flowery lyrics and German melodies”. Discussing 
Arany’s collection, Zoltán Kodály described the 

latter as “Biedermeier”, a term little used in musi-
cal historiography, at the same time pointing out 
that this Germanic song style, which was consid-
ered elevated among aspiring Hungarians (later, 
in 1865, the song collector Károly Szini would call 
them “noble folk songs”), was closer to the tastes 
of the German petit bourgeoisie than it was to 
important works of European music.10 

As Western European songs gained ground, and 
with the spread of fashionable German-language 
songs in the second half of the eighteenth centu-
ry, a group of Hungarian poets set themselves the 
task of popularising Hungarian-language songs, 
partly by adapting popular foreign songs into 
Hungarian or writing new lyrics to fit foreign song 
tunes, and partly by supplying lyrics for verbun-
kos melodies.11 Manuscript collections from the 
first half of the nineteenth century contain songs 
with German lyrics, too, but there are also many 
different types of Hungarian-language songs. 
Besides sung verbunkos, folk-style Hungarian 
songs, and other traditional Hungarian melodies, 
there are German-style art songs, sung forms of 
various dances – ländler, minuet, waltz, and ma-
zurka – German, Austrian, and occasionally Slavic 
folk songs, as well as other popular types of Eu-
ropean music – barcarolles and marches.12 Works 
by Hungarian poets, including Mihály Csokonai 
Vitéz, Károly Kisfaludy, Sándor Kisfaludy, and Mi-
hály Vörösmarty, were popularly set to music, the 
resulting songs reflecting the full diversity of ex-
isting song styles. 

A good illustration of this is the extensive manu-
script song collection of Kiskunság choirmaster 
István Tóth, which is one of the most outstand-
ing collections created for private use. The more 
than three hundred melodies in Tóth’s collection 

10	 Kodály 1952.
11	 Hovánszky 2017, 308–9.
12	 Molnár 1955. 
13	 Library and Information Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA KIK) Manuscript Archive, RUI 8-r 63. For  
	 a facsimile, see http://real-ms.mtak.hu/16034/1/RUI_8r_63.pdf.
14	 Tari 2019, 192–97.
15	 Tari 2000, 460–64.
16	 Mona 1989, 15.

Arias and Songs with Lyrics, compiled between 
1832 and 1843, are written partly with a simple 
keyboard accompaniment, although “violin” is 
occasionally indicated next to the tune.13 Some 
of the songs are in German, including a musical 
setting of Friedrich Schiller’s poem Ode to Joy. 
Tóth does not give the name of either the poet or 
the composer, while the wording suggests that 
he may have written it down by ear. Examples of 
the “naturalisation” of foreign songs by Hungari-
an poets include the simple, folk-style song pop-
ular in German language areas in the first half of 
the nineteenth century that features in Tóth’s col-
lection with the work In Praise of Wine by Ferenc 
Kazinczy (although with the initial “Cs.”, referring 
to Csokonai14), and Csokonai’s poem To a Butter-
fly, written to music by Haydn. Alongside these, 
we find a Mozart song, a Hungarian-language 
excerpt from The Magic Flute; musical settings of 
Csokonai poems by the excellent German-speak-
ing composer Johann Spech, who also spoke 
Hungarian; pieces called “Deutsch”, “Polish”, 
and “Polka”, or titles alluding to other dances; 
traditional Hungarian songs; as well as verbunkos 
tunes by János Lavotta, Antal Csermák, and Márk 
Rózsavölgyi, with lyrics.15 

Published Hungarian scores offer a similar pic-
ture of the music of this period, albeit of a dif-
ferent standard. Although the first music pub-
lisher was established in Pest in 1774, Hungarian 
music publishing, which developed in the shad-
ow of the Viennese publications that were also 
distributed in Hungary, became significant only 
from the 1820s.16 It was mainly dances and salon 
pieces intended for larger audiences that were 
published: until the 1830s, these included works 
by Hungarian composers, or rather by compos-
ers working in Hungary, such as waltzes, gallops, 
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JÁNOS DONÁT
COMPOSER JÁNOS BIHARI, 
GYPSY BAND LEADER, 1820

(cat. no. 284)

51polkas, German dances, mazurkas, polonaises, 
and quadrilles, or fantasias and marches often 
based on popular opera tunes. Pieces that can 
be categorised as verbunkos, various Hungarian 
songs, and later excerpts from Hungarian operas 
and popular dramas were also published in in-
creasing quantities.

The Hungarian style known as the verbunkos was 
thus incorporated into the popular and widely 
used musical repertoire. From the eighteenth 
century, Gypsy music began to play an increas-
ingly important role. In rural mansions, villages, 
and small towns, it was often exclusively Gypsies 
who provided musical entertainment, incorporat-
ing not only Hungarian melodies but also other 
currently fashionable tunes. Gypsy bands were 
even invited to distinguished balls, to play one or 
two Hungarian dances. Rural landowners became 
patrons to musicians, who ended up dependent 
on them and often followed them on longer jour-
neys. The most outstanding musicians earned 
the respect due to artists. An article in Magyar 
Kurír described János Donát’s 1820 portrait of 
the Gypsy violinist János Bihari as “very fitting”17  
(fig. 51)(fig. 51). The inscription on the painting reads: 

“BIHARI, Orpheus among Hungarian Gypsies”. 
Since the name of the Greek mythological figure 
was also attributed to other musicians,18 the work 
may have been inspired by a 1776 German-lan-
guage newspaper article, according to which, in 
as early as the first half of the eighteenth centu-
ry, Cardinal Count Imre Csáky had employed as 
court musician a Gypsy by the name of Mihály 
Barna – who otherwise played in a band with 
three non-Gypsy musicians – and had commis-
sioned a painting of him, dressed in the livery of 
the Csáky household, that featured his name and 
the inscription “the Hungarian Orpheus”.19

The mainly unwritten Hungarian instrumental mu-
sic tradition preserved numerous early features 

17	  Sárosi 2004, 36–37.
18	  Ibid., 42, 50.
19	  Ibid., 20–21.
20	  Papp 1983, 248.
21	  Papp 1984, 246.

that appear unique compared to popular Euro-
pean dance music. The originality of the tunes 
was enhanced by the variations and embellish-
ments inherent in the Gypsy musicians’ render-
ing. The fact that a new, independent style grew 
out of this tradition in the late eighteenth century 
was due in large part to – often non-Hungarian – 
composers who were interested in Hungarian 
music and who adapted these tunes to regular 
written musical form and the major and minor 
harmonic scales. Their dances, written mainly for 
keyboard instruments, conformed to the require-
ments of salon music. The virtuoso composers 
and performers of the verbunkos shared similar 
aspirations: the talented musician János Lavotta, 
for example, after working for almost ten years 
in the theatre, made a living as a travelling mu-
sician, visiting the country houses of the nobili-
ty; and the possibly Czech-born Antal Csermák, 
who was a violin teacher in Vienna before be-
coming a violinist for the Pest-Buda theatre com-
pany, also lived as a travelling musician having 
turned to the verbunkos under the influence of 
Bihari. The manuscripts of several of his works 
feature a dedication to his patron, Baron János  
Podmaniczky, although we do not know wheth-
er the Hungarian-style pieces written for string 
quartet were ever played in the baron’s home.20 
From the 1820s, the Hungarian style influenced 
various other genres, and verbunkos march-
es, Hungarian roundelays, fantasias, variations, 
and style pieces were published.21 Efforts were 
made to preserve this short history in collected 
volumes. One significant such undertaking was 
the print publication, between 1823 and 1832, 
of fifteen books of verbunkos melodies written 
for keyboard, compiled by the Veszprém County 
music society.

The above collections and publications of course 
represent only a narrow segment of musical life 
in Hungary’s modernising society. The bourgeois 

musical life emerging in the bigger Catholic and 
Lutheran towns was able to draw on strong tradi-
tions. German-language communities were in the 
vanguard of musical culture, closely followed by 
towns with Hungarian majority populations, while 
the Calvinists’ longstanding prohibition against 
playing instruments kept them at a disadvantage 
in terms of musical practice. In the eighteenth 
century, the primary task of the professional mu-
sicians employed by cathedrals, larger parishes, 
or individual cities was to provide polyphonic 
music during church services, following the Vi-
ennese or German model. They also provided 
music for municipal celebrations and for public or 
private entertainments, balls, and weddings, and 
took part in teaching.22 Apart from them, a larger 
number of independent musicians supplied mu-
sic primarily for entertainment, worked as music 
teachers, and occasionally assisted at church 
events or municipal performances. The Catho-
lic and Lutheran grammar schools also provided 

22	  Sas 2017, 15–39.
23	  Dobszay 1998, 230–31.
24	  Bárdos 1987, 182.

musical education and contributed to the local 
culture with their own private and public musi-
cal events. Military regimental bands, and later 
similar civilian ensembles, also played during mu-
nicipal festivals and processions, provided open-
air and dance music, and gave public concerts.23 
As demand for music increased, higher-ranking 
musicians gradually left casual music-making, 
especially in pubs or in the street, to “outside”, 
non-recognised, non-professional, or non-resi-
dent musicians, including Gypsy musicians. This 
process was closely related to the size of the 
town and the nature of its musical life. In Eger, 
for example, even in the early nineteenth century, 
the musicians of the cathedral chapter supplied 
music at balls and in restaurants, and it was not 
until the 1840s that they complained about com-
petition from the growing number of Gypsy musi-
cians.24 By the nineteenth century, accomplished 
instrumentalists who formed the basis of emerg-
ing public musical life increasingly distinguished 
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themselves from the expanding number of gen-
eral-purpose musicians, regardless of their status 
– typically independent musicians not bound by 
daily employment.25

Aristocratic music, which came to prominence rel-
atively late, in the second half of the eighteenth 
century, contributed to the standard of musical 
life in the towns. Aristocratic residents of Brati-
slava, which was still the centre of government at 
the time, regularly engaged the services of local 
musicians; some maintained their own orchestras, 
which even gave public performances. Individual 
musicians from the court of Prince Esterházy in 
Kismarton (Eisenstadt, Austria) occasionally per-
formed in Sopron, while on other occasions the 
prince’s ensemble invited musicians from nearby 
towns to swell their numbers. Later, musicians of-
ten took on church or municipal positions, taught, 
or worked as independent players. In around 
1790, aristocratic orchestras were replaced by 
smaller formations, such as the wind ensembles, 
known as “Harmonies”, which became fashion-
able at the turn of the century, although József 
Erdődy, for example, maintained a string quar-
tet from 1795 until his death in 1824.26 The Ester-
házy estate in Tata still had an ensemble in the 
first half of the nineteenth century. Besides their 
duties at the court and the associated church, 
members played at balls and taught music, and 
we know that they gave several charity concerts 
in the 1830s.27 However, it was more typical for 
the aristocracy to put on concerts in the form of 
occasional performances, and these tended to 
take place in salons.28 A rather more bourgeois 
musical life emerged in Pest-Buda when it took 
over Bratislava’s central role. Until 1829, for ex-
ample, Archduke Joseph, Palatine of Hungary, 

25	  Sas 2017, 54–56.
26	  Ibid., 58, 218–26, 254–55.
27	  Bárdos 1978, 34–52.
28	  Sas 2017, 226. 
29	  Ibid., 232–35.
30	  Ibid., 237–39.
31	  Ibid., 241.
32	  Dobszay 1998, 216.
33	  Fancsali 1992.

employed just one “Harmonie”, which also per-
formed at church and other events, while he him-
self often attended public musical events.29 In the 
late eighteenth century, the government of Tran-
sylvania was transferred from Nagyszeben (Sibiu, 
Romania) to Kolozsvár (Cluj-Napoca, Romania), 
where, until the development of musical institu-
tions and private performances, the basis of mu-
sical life was likewise music making in household 
salons, performances by Viennese musicians en-
gaged by aristocratic families who looked to the 
imperial capital as their model, and chamber mu-
sic played by professional or amateur musicians.30 
Music making in the Vereb and Székesfehérvár 
residences of the Végh family was relatively vi-
brant and exclusive. Music lover and flautist Ignác 
Végh preferred chamber music, although under 
his direction his musicians also performed larg-
er-scale works and special compositions written 
for Végh.31

Music-loving Hungarian aristocratic families con-
tinued to provide patronage both for the new 
institutions and for talented individuals. Franz 
Liszt made his first appearance as a child in the 
Bratislava palace of Count Nikolaus Esterházy: 
Liszt’s father worked as a musician and official 
for the Esterházy estate, and the count, together 
with other Hungarian aristocrats, offered to sup-
port Liszt’s studies.32 In 1835, when the Transyl-
vanian Saxon child prodigy Carl Filtsch gave his 
first piano performance in Kolozsvár, the press 
quickly recommended that he should be taught 
in Vienna. Two years later, Count Dénes Bánffy 
and his wife took the boy to Vienna, where he 
lived and studied in aristocratic circumstances.33 
József Podmaniczky was the patron of Johann 
Spech (1767–1836) and is said to have arranged 

for Spech to study with Joseph Haydn. In the early 
1800s, Spech worked as a piano teacher in Pest 
and then as a conductor for the municipal theatre, 
although he is also referred to as Podmaniczky’s 

“household composer”, and it was probably as 
part of the baron’s retinue that he was able to 
travel to Paris, where he continued his training.34

It was only in the late eighteenth century that 
aristocratic music-making became a universal 
and expected aspect of upbringing. Women 
primarily sang or played keyboard instruments, 
while men learned to play string or wind instru-
ments, generally the violin and flute, and even 
gave public performances together with profes-
sional musicians.35 Their children were taught by 
the best musicians of the day. Franz Schubert 
taught Mária and Karolina Esterházy on their es-
tate in Zseliz (Želiezovce, Slovakia); the composer 
Heinrich Marschner taught in the Bratislava house-
hold of János Zichy;36 and the young Ferenc Erkel 
was a music teacher first in the home of Count 
József Csáky, then, six years later, on the estate 
of Countess Stainlein-Saalenstein in Szemeréd 
(Semerovce, Slovakia), before taking up a posi-
tion as conductor in Pest-Buda. We know from 
sporadic sources that household music-making 
was not limited to aristocratic salons. As a child, 
Ferenc Erkel, for example, regularly took part in 
concerts at the home of the county court judge 
Albert Rosty in his native city of Gyula, at which 
Rosty performed string quartets with three mu-
sicians.37

The musical education of members of the lower 
nobility and gentry, who were largely employed 
in the field of law and who represented a sig-
nificant proportion of the Hungarian middle 
classes; the intelligentsia who aspired to match 

34	  Papp 2008, 19; Finscher 2006.
35	  Sas 2017, 260–61.
36	  Ibid., 252, 281.
37	  Legány 1983, 277.
38	  Dobszay 1998, 273–75.
39	  Gáti 1802, 11–12.
40	  Mátray 1984, 122.
41	  Bónis 2000, 3–4.

them; graduates of Calvinist colleges; and the 
bourgeois citizens of market towns fell behind 
this stratum’s high standard of literary educa-
tion, and if they did play musical instruments, 
it was only at the very lowest level. The song 
repertoire introduced in the collection of István 
Tóth played an important role in this context.38 
According to István Gáti, composer of the first 
Hungarian-language piano teaching book, it 
was due to the low number of music teachers 

– and of Hungarian music teachers in particular – 
and the lack of similar publications, that so few 
people had previously studied music.39 Gábor 
Mátray, who wrote the first history of Hungari-
an music, referred to musical erudition as typi-
cal of German-speaking schoolmasters.40 It was 
perhaps one such schoolmaster who first taught 
music to Michael Brand (later Mihály Mosonyi, 
1815–1870), the son of a furrier in the village of 
Boldogasszony, Moson district (Frauenkirchen, 
Austria). At around ten or twelve years of age, 
Brand occasionally deputised for the choirmas-
ter and otherwise played the wind instruments 
typical in German village communities (fig. 52)(fig. 52). 
Only later was he able to obtain a more clas-
sical musical education at the teacher training 
college in Bratislava. From 1835, he served for 
seven years as a music teacher in the Slavonian 
mansion of Count Péter Pejachevich; he spent 
the winters with the family in Bratislava, and it 
was during these years that he honed his piano 
playing skills and his knowledge of music the-
ory.41 Gábor Mátray was born in 1797, the son 
of József Rothkrepf, a choirmaster in Nagykáta. 
His father became a teacher and organist in Pest 
in 1804, where he already taught in Hungarian. 
His talented son initially learned to play the pi-
ano from him; then, in 1808, he briefly had a pri-
vate tutor before attending the Piarist grammar 
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school. After studying law, Mátray was tutor to 
the son of Baron Simon Prónay between 1816 
and 1817; he joined the household of Count 
Lajos Széchenyi in 1830, where he was able to 
study both music and literature.42

Alongside the often German-speaking musi-
cians from Hungary serving in church, municipal, 
or aristocratic positions and other musical roles, 
there were numerous Austrian, German, Czech, 
and Moravian musicians from outside Hungary.43 
Many of them settled, became Hungarian citizens, 
and filled various musical posts. Their children 
were also keen to pursue musical careers and 
thus played an important role in the develop-
ment of a growing society of musicians, in which 
increasing numbers of Hungarian musicians were 
employed.44 A prime example is Georg (later 
György) Ruzitska, who was born into a Viennese 
family of musicians of Moravian origin. His elder 
brothers found employment as young musicians 
on the peripheries of the empire, in Bucharest 
or Moldova: Franz later published adaptations 
of Romanian melodies. In 1810, Georg began his 
career as a music teacher on the estate of Count 
János Bánffy in Szilágynagyfalu (Nușfalău, Roma-
nia). In 1819, he moved to Kolozsvár, where he 
worked for fifty years as a church musician, teach-
er, composer, and chamber musician.45 Ruzitska’s 
application for a position with the Bánffy family 
was evaluated by Philipp Caudella – a musician 
of Moravian origin, despite his use of the Italian 
form of his name – who worked as a conductor 
for the Russian prince Alexander Kurakin in Vien-
na before becoming music teacher to the family 
of Baron Farkas Wesselényi in 1814. Like Ruzitska, 
having left private employment, he contributed 
to musical education in Transylvania as regens 

42	  Tari 2016, 387–88.
43	  Farkas 2001.
44	  Dobszay 1998, 211–12.
45	  Németh G. 2002, 279–80.
46	  László 2004, 16–20.
47	  Bárdos 2007, 103–5.
48	  Bárdos 1987, 78.
49	  Sas 2017, 260–61; Hovánszky 2017, 313–14.

chori of Nagyszeben Cathedral, as a teacher, and 
through public concerts and pedagogical works.46 

At that time, it was natural for musicians to play 
several instruments. When the position of succen-
tor in Győr was advertised country-wide in 1832, 
every one of the Silesian-, Austrian-, Moravian-, 
and Hungarian-born applicants could play at least 
the organ and violin, while most played numerous 
other instruments as well. Two even spoke Hun-
garian as well as German.47 In 1842, three of the 
applicants for the position of double bass player in 
Eger Cathedral had previously regularly provided 
temporary assistance at large celebrations. One 
was a master tailor from Eger, who played sever-
al instruments, and the other was a master bak-
er from Eger, who played the violin, French horn, 
and clarinet. The position, however, was given to 
János Antal Türk of Moravia, who had worked for 
eight years as a military musician and later taught 
drawing, calligraphy, and geography in Gyöngyös. 
He also played the violin, double bass, trumpet, 
cornet, trombone, clarinet, and guitar.48 

From the end of the eighteenth century, mem-
bers of the lesser nobility began studying music 
in growing numbers, even as adults. Among the 
educated bourgeoisie, the acquisition of musical 
proficiency became an important aspect of up-
bringing, especially for girls, and besides house-
hold entertainment, music-making became an 
integral part of social life49 (fig. 53)(fig. 53). Keyboard in-
struments were very popular and were made in 
a variety of forms. Standing stringed instruments, 
or instruments in the form of small tables, were 
practical in smaller bourgeois apartments, where 
the intensity of sound later produced by the pi-
ano was not required (fig. 54)(fig. 54). Instruments were 
finely crafted in keeping with the tastes of the 

period and were decorated to match the rest of  
the furniture.50 Although the number of makers 
of pianos and stringed and wind instruments 
was growing, especially in Pest – one report from 
1833 mentions twenty-three instrument makers in  
Pest51 – the approximately 250 to 300 pianos pro-
duced annually in Hungary in the Reform Age met 
only around half the demand.52 

50	  Radnóti 2021, 18–21.
51	  D’Isoz 1927, 117.
52	  Radnóti 2021, 26.

One of the antecedents to public concerts was 
church music, which encompassed artistic church 
music as well as secular works, and even excerpts 
from operas and concertos. Performances of 
oratorios, as independent events, were popular 
in churches in the eighteenth century. Theatres 
were another venue for musical performances. 
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From the end of the eighteenth century, Ger-
man-language theatre companies toured the 
country. Prose plays with musical accompani-
ment, musicals, and even opera performances 
employing several musicians and amateur extras 
were put on in collaboration with local musicians. 
Musical theatre thus became established primar-
ily in Bratislava and Pest-Buda, where there was 
a broad stratum of musicians available, although, 
in the late eighteenth century, regular opera 
performances also took place in Nagyszeben 
and Temesvár (Timișoara, Romania).53 Theatre 
musicians also occasionally gave concerts. By 
the turn of the century, Bratislava and Pest-Buda 
were able to put together high-quality orchestras 
with twenty to twenty-four members. Opportu-
nities for their organisation and appearances 
played an important role in the development of 
concert life, primarily in Pest-Buda, where it be-
came particularly vibrant after the opening of the 
German-language City Theatre in 1812.54 Musical 

53	  Sas 2017, 69; Bartha 1936, 329–30; Brandeiss and Lessl 1980, 18–28.
54	  Sas 2017, 62–79.
55	  Bartha 1936, 615–19.
56	  Horváth 2019, 16–17.

dramas were often included on the programme 
in Kolozsvár, which played a prominent role in 
Hungarian-language theatre from the turn of the 
century: the musicians there performed Haydn’s 
oratorio The Seasons, for example, in 1807. After 
the engagement of Mrs Róza Déry Széppataki 
by the first permanent Hungarian theatre soon 
after its opening in 1821, Hungarian-language 
opera flourished for several years in the city.55 
The premiere of the first Hungarian opera, József  
Ruzitska’s The Flight of Béla, was quickly fol-
lowed by performances by every touring com-
pany involved in musical dramas. As a result, it 
was staged in Székesfehérvár, Balatonfüred, 
Veszprém, Pest, Buda, Szabadka (Subotica, Ser-
bia), Pécs, Kassa (Košice, Slovakia), Miskolc, and 
Nagyvárad (Oradea, Romania) in the 1820s, 
and in Debrecen, Rozsnyó (Rožňava Slovakia), 
Kecskemét, Szeged, Kismarton, Újvidék (Novi 
Sad, Serbia), and Munkács (Mukachevo, Ukraine) 
in the 1830s.56 The Hungarian theatre in Pest,  

later known as the National Theatre, began to 
operate in 1837, partly with members of the 
Kolozsvár company, soon becoming the city’s 
leading theatre (fig. 55)(fig. 55).

Starting from the turn of the century, opportu-
nities to listen to music for its own sake multi-
plied.57 The vibrant concert life of Pest-Buda soon 
matched what had been happening in Bratislava 
from as early as the second half of the previous 
century. As in Kolozsvár, concert life in Kassa 
(Košice, Slovakia) was founded on the regular, 
joint chamber music “academies” of amateur and 
professional musicians that had emerged among 
the nobility and bourgeoisie from the late eigh- 
teenth century.58 Besides musicians employed by 
the church or city, independent musicians, and 
music teachers, public concerts were given, of-
ten for charity, by amateur performers, including 
growing numbers of talented young music stu-

57	  Dobszay 1998, 234–35.
58	  Sas 2017, 81.
59	  Bárdos 1976, 107.
60	  Bárdos 2007, 291–307.
61	  M. Tóth 2023, 323–24.
62	  Bárdos 1993, 235–36.
63	  Legány 1983, 274–75.

dents. To give just a few examples: We know of  
a concert in Pécs in 1811 at which the musicians 
of the cathedral chapter, as well as two young 
girls playing the pianoforte and a bassoonist, 
performed for the benefit of musicians’ wid-
ows.59 We also know of performances organised 
by local music lovers in Győr, likewise starting in 
1811.60 The programme of the first high-quality 
concert given by the “Musikalische Akademie” in 
Veszprém in 1813 included, among other things,  
a Beethoven symphony, a Mozart piano concer-
to performed by nine-year-old Amália Bezerédj, 
a Mozart symphony, an excerpt from Haydn’s 
Creation, and a violin concerto by Pierre Rode.61 
At one of the charity concerts documented in 
Székesfehérvár from the 1810s, ten-year-old Vilma 
Hoffmeister performed a Mozart piano concerto, 
likewise to great acclaim.62 We also have infor-
mation about charitable concerts given by mu-
sic lovers in Komárom in 1818 and 1819.63 The  
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Hungarian-language poster for one of the regular 
concerts given in Kolozsvár from the beginning 
of the century illustrates the diversity typical of 
programmes from this period:

“Today, Friday, 8 March 1805, there will a treat in 
store for those attending the public theatre. For 
the entertainment of its worthy audience, the 
Musical Society, assembled for this purpose from 
numerous individuals, will give a MUSICAL PER-
FORMANCE in two parts. 

The introductory music to the opera Zauberflöt, 
composed by Mozart of eternal memory. 

A violin concerto by Janovich will be played by 
Ferenc Pöschl. 

János Lang, a member of the National Theatrical 
Society, will sing from Cherubini’s opera Lodoïska. 

Sámuel Haber will play a bassoon concerto by 
Schimpke. 

Mrs Kotsi will sing an aria from Winter’s opera 
Unterbrochenes Opferfest. 

Antal Rosenau will play Hofmeister’s Variations 
on the cor anglais. 

Four new Polish dances by Káskovszki, fresh from 
Lemberg [Lviv, Ukraine], will be played. 

The overture to Cherubini’s famous opera Lo-
doïska will be performed.”64

More ambitious events could also be realised 
with the involvement of amateurs. At a service 
for the feast of Saint Joseph in the parish church 

64	  Lakatos 1983, 195.
65	  D’Isoz n. d., 56.
66	  Bárdos 1984, 315–19, 354.
67	  Ibid., 179–81, 315.
68	  D’Isoz n. d., 17.
69	  Ibid., 7–8.
70	  Ibid., 10.
71	  Ibid., 62.

of the Józsefváros district of Pest in 1834, a choir 
and orchestra of around one hundred people 
performed Luigi Cherubini’s Mass in F major.65 In 
Sopron in 1804, professional musicians, together 
with aristocrats and other amateurs, performed 
Haydn’s oratorio The Creation for the city’s no-
bility and eminent citizens.66 Musical life, which 
had initially taken shape primarily among the 
aristocracy and high-ranking officers, was in-
creasingly supported by the bourgeoisie. This is 
demonstrated by a concert given on the 300th 
anniversary of the Reformation, at which fifty-four 
professional and amateur musicians of various 
denominations performed a Mozart cantata.67 
Amateurs were also relied on at other times. Di-
rected by a teacher who was also acting in the 
role of conductor, middle-class amateurs per-
formed at the regular sung masses in the Church 
of Saint Anna in the Víziváros district of Buda.68 
The musicians helping out in other churches in 
Pest included tailors and masons.69 In 1846, regu-
lar violinist Ferenc Neumann was taken on as sec-
ond oboe with the Budavár Parish Church, since 
there were numerous other amateur musicians 
available to play the violin part.70 The importance 
of their role is illustrated by the fact that, in the 
absence of musically competent citizens in the 
Ferencváros district of Pest, the organisation of 
sung masses proved problematic even on impor-
tant feast days.71

Professional and amateur players established lo-
cal music associations in more and more cities. 
A German-language music society operated for 
several years in Brassó (Brașov, Romania) in as 
early as the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury; the first mention of a similar association in 
Kolozsvár dates from 1802; while 1819 saw the 
establishment of the Society of Music, which or-

ganised numerous concerts.72 Music societies 
were founded in Bratislava in 1817,73 Veszprém 
in 1823, Sopron in 1829, and later in many other 
cities; there was a society in operation in Upper 
Hungary between 1830 and 1835, and in Kisúj-
szállás between 1840 and 1843.74 Also belonging 
to this list was the first society of music in Pest, 

72	  Bartha 1936, 617, 630.
73	  Major 1936.
74	  Tari 2005, 16–17; Sárosi and Szabó 2019.
75	  Tari 2005, 12–14.

which operated between 1818 and 1822 with 
80 active members and 200 students: the music 
lovers held rehearsals every Saturday, with a per-
formance every other week.75 Performances of 
Haydn’s oratorios were popular among the bour-
geoisie. Besides the concert in Sopron referred 
to above, the music society in Bratislava per-
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formed The Seasons in 1822, and The Creation 
in 1825;76 the latter piece was performed in 1831 
thanks to the Music Society of Győr, which was 
in operation long before its attested existence in 
1829.77 The more modest musical life in Calvinist 
cities is reflected by the fact that an evening of 
music held in December 1835 was reported as 
the first public concert in Debrecen, featuring 
excerpts from operas, Hungarian pieces, waltzes, 
and polonaises.78 In the same year, the director 
of the theatre company at the time was obliged 
to coach Gypsy musicians for a performance of 
a musical drama – which he did successfully – 
while the subsequent troupe resorted to guitar 
or piano to supply the musical accompaniment. 
In 1836, orchestras for individual performances 
were put together from musicians working in the 
city,79 while the band of a regiment stationed in 
the city collaborated on other opera performanc-
es.80 From the next year, however, the theatre 
company that took over from them were again 
able to rely only on guitar or piano accompani-
ment, or occasionally on the regimental band.81  
A music society was founded in 1841.82

A public music school had been established in 
Bratislava in as early as 1775, and not long after-
wards music courses were launched in the nation-
al schools in several educational district centres. 
Since it was general practice for church music to 
be provided by the schoolmaster – in most places 
without other musicians – the Ratio Educationis 
dwelt at length on the importance of music 
teaching, and in particular the musical education 
of trainee teachers, especially organ playing.83 
The music societies also saw it as their goal to es-
tablish higher-level music schools. A “Music Con-
servatorium” was established in Kolozsvár in 1819, 
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and in Arad in 1833, while it was thanks to the 
Pest-Buda Society of Musicians, re-established in 
Pest in 1836 and initially still operating in German, 
that the Association of Musicians’ School of Sing-
ing, the predecessor of the National Academy of 
Music, opened in 1839.84 With the development 
of music teaching and the consolidation of mu-
sical institutions, performances became increas-
ingly professional by the middle of the century. 
The increasingly Hungarian bourgeoisie also de-
manded musical styles that expressed national 
sentiments. Demands to exclude German danc-
es from the ballrooms, which were recognised as 
important scenes of social life, were voiced with 
growing determination; after a brief fashion for 
national ballroom dances, they were replaced by 
csárdás. At the National Theatre, dramas in Ger-
man translation gave way to Hungarian folk plays 
accompanied by art music, aimed at large audi-
ences coming from outside the capital; besides 
topical issues in Hungary’s modernising socie-
ty, these plays also spread Hungarian folk-style 
songs throughout the country. Thanks to the 
work of Ferenc Erkel, the first historical and Hun-
garian-style national operas were also staged. As 
a result, a new Hungarian style of art music had 
emerged by the second half of the century.


