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Introduction
by Szabolcs Szilágyi

Johannes Brahms’s (1833-1897) chamber music cycle, Hungarian Dances, is probably unique in the history of

music. The two series, originally composed for piano four-hand, and published in four books, were very slow in

becoming popular. Paradoxically, they eventually became the best-known cycle of the composer. Interestingly

enough though, the dances became popular in transcriptions, not in their original arrangement. One of the first

people responsible for their success was the good friend and chamber music partner of the composer, the Hun-

garian-born excellent violin virtuoso, József Joachim (1831-1907), who arranged the cycle for violin and piano. 

That Brahms was also concerned with the wide range of possibilities of transcribing the cycle is demon-

strated by his own orchestral arrangement of a few of the dances as well as his transcription for solo piano of the

full first cycle. In addition, a series of symphonic orchestrations by his contemporaries came to life.

Focusing on the flute, is it a mere coincidence that, when arranging the dances of the first cycle, the ar-

rangers – Parlow, and later Juon – significantly altered the keys of the pieces? At the time of Parlow’s arrange-

ments, the natural medium fo1r the simple system flute was primarily tonalities like G major or D major. Thus

the F minor of Dance No. 4, the F sharp minor of Dance No. 5, and even less the D flat major of No. 6, the A

major of No. 7 or the E major of No. 10 were not so suitable for flutes with a simple system, nor for the require-

ments of the arrangers. Therefore, they chose less problematic keys, which were still close to the comfort zone of

both, the simple system flutes and the symphonic orchestras.

At the time of most of the orchestral arrangements the sonority and sound volume of the simple system

flutes used in the German language territory was different from the instruments used in France, Belgium, the

Netherlands, Britain and the United States. The above countries had, for decades, used the second innovation of

the German Theobald Böhm (1794-1881), patented in 1847. This was the modern, contemporary flute, which,

instead of the diatonic system with a conical bore, used the system (called “Schema” by Böhm) placed on the

cylindrically bored tube. 

Perhaps we are not exaggerating by saying that the public is mostly familiar with the orchestral tran-

scriptions of the Hungarian Dances. Therefore, one of the most exciting questions in preparing the music for this

publication was how deeply it should reflect the popular orchestral versions. The intention of the transcribers

was to offer a version to the user which, although based on the original cycle, does not ignore the numerous in-

strumentation solutions and also reflects on the analogy of the orchestral use of the flute. The wide range of pos-

sibilities of the modern flute did not make it necessary to alter the original keys, so each dance has been arranged

in its original tonality. 

Still, the most important idea behind this volume is to answer the question: What was the Hungarian

musical language in the 19th century, and how can it be defined? Brahms probably composed these pieces with

this intention in mind. 
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Johannes Brahms and his Ungarische Tänze 

by Kata Riskó 

Johannes Brahms, similarly to Franz Liszt, was fascinated by Hungarian melodies and he wanted to recall them

on his own instrument. We do not have any evidence that he had heard a Gypsy band play before 1862, after

which he regularly stayed, then settled, in Vienna, but he was interested in Hungarian music from a young age.

The Hungarian violinist, Ede Reményi, gave several concerts in Brahms’ native city, Hamburg, between 1849

and 1853 and played transcriptions of Hungarian melodies – “Ungarische National-Melodien”. In his recollec-

tions he dated his meeting Brahms to January 1853 and the composer’s manuscript, named “Ungarische Melo-

dien” in which he notated two Hungarian melodies, is in accord with this: the manuscript bears the inscription

“17ten Jan. 1853” underlined, as if it was a milestone event. In one of the folksongs he may have been attracted

by the rhythmic play of the alternating double and triple metres and he composed piano variations on its melody,

entitled Variationen über ein ungarisches Lied. Around 1853-54 he recorded altogether fifteen Hungarian tunes

or fragments in various manuscripts. These probably included the melodies played during their concert tours

with Reményi,  and they were probably the  ones mentioned in Clara Schumann’s diary that  Brahms was so

pleased to play for her. The Rákóczi March could also have been included in the programme, since Brahms made

a piano reduction probably in the 1850s.

The composer was also inspired by the Hungarian idiom in general. According to a letter by Clara

Schumann, in the summer of 1857 Brahms surprised her with beautiful waltzes and some splendid Hungarian

dances. In the following year, she performed Brahms’s original Hungarian dance pieces in Düsseldorf, Pest and

Vienna; unfortunately, these have not survived. In Pest these pieces had moderate success. According to Clara

Schumann, the audience was expecting familiar Hungarian tunes, although in the programme she deliberately

called the dances “in Hungarian style” (in ungarischer Weise) and not “Hungarian Dances” (ungarische Tänze).

Brahms evoked Hungarian musical character in a way similar to the “Ongarese” movements of Viennese Classi-

cism in the Rondo alla Zingarese movement of his op. 25 G-minor piano quartet in 1861. 

Vienna had a decisive influence on Brahms’s connection with Hungarian music. In   Vienna as well as

during his travels in Hungary, the composer listened to Gypsy music with pleasure, and notated their melodies.

The inspiring role of both the music he heard and the Hungarian environment is evident from the fact that both

series of Ungarische Tänze are connected to Brahms’s Hungarian trips. Between 1867 and 1869, before compos-

ing the ten pieces in the first two booklets for four-hand piano, Brahms gave concerts in Pest on several occa-

sions. The birth of two other books, published in 1880 – a further eleven dances – may have been in connection

with his Transylvanian concert tour with József Joachim the previous year. Still,  his Hungarian dances per-

formed on the podium did not meet with great interest on the part of the Hungarian audience. They probably had

different ideas concerning Hungarian music from the tunes that inspired the composer. When Brahms, at his first

concert  in  Pest  in  April  1867,  improvised on  Luiza-csárdás  by Ignác  Szabadi  Frank  as  an encore,  Kornél

Ábrányi in  Zenészeti  Lapok (Musical Journal) condemned his choice of melody.  Luiza-csárdás, was already

mentioned in the press as an overplayed, outdated tune when published in May 1856. Because of its Waltz-like

rhythm it was considered as an example of popular but non-Hungarian csardas tunes. If Brahms’s encore fol-

lowed its source as closely as his   No. 8 Ungarischer Tanz, based on Luiza-csárdás, the lack of appreciation of
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the audience for the transcription of the csardas, popular over ten years earlier, is understandable. Brahms, how-

ever, was attracted to the motives of the tune, which can be detected in No. 1 and No. 8 as well as in dance No.

16 (probably his own invention) and in other melodies of some of his other pieces with a Hungarian atmosphere.

In the other pieces of Ungarische Tänze the composer employs a generally known repertoire. It is clear

from a letter written to his publisher that he considered most tunes to be alive in oral tradition as folk melodies –

“eigentliche Volksmelodie”, he wrote, – which were notated by composers whose names appear in contemporary

csardas-publications. His impressions may have stemmed from live music he heard from Gypsy bands, since

they played these csardas tunes as part of a popular stock of melodies, less linked to composers. We can observe

a similar phenomenon in the publications. The melody of No. 6. Ungarischer Tanz was issued in 1857 as Ellen

csárdás (= Anti-Csárdás) by István Fáy, in 1864 as Adolf Nittinger’s Rózsabokor (=Rosebush-)csárdás, and in

the same year in the collection of Nándor Mérty as Egri csárdás (=Csárdás from Eger). There were more edi-

tions later, both vocal and instrumental, of the same tune. Brahms, who had the first three publications in his mu-

sic collection, may have rightfully considered the tune as generally known. He mentioned several times that he

used his own recorded notes of the playing of Gypsy bands and wanted to imitate their style of performance in

his Ungarische Tänze along with that he named Reményi as the source of Nos. 3 and 7. He considered himself as

one of the arrangers, he did not give an opus-number to the Hungarian dances and his name only appears on the

title pages of the publications as a transcriber: Ungarische Tänze, gesetzt von Johannes Brahms. 

With the reconstruction of Brahms’s music collection and the list of music available to him, it was proven that

the composer systematically collected publications containing popular and folk-like melodies. In his collection

there was a large number of Hungarian instrumental pieces from the 1850s and 60s, many connected to the

names of some famous Gypsy violinists. In addition, the composer acquired every significant collection of popu-

lar songs and, as their usage proves, he often turned their pages. Comparing them to the pieces in Ungarische

Tänze, it could be observed that, although experiencing live music played a fundamental part in composing the

works, Brahms also relied on these publications while composing. Most of the tunes of the dances can be found

in these scores and, especially in the first volumes, the melodic variant of the arrangement is quite close to the

earlier csardas publications. 

The selection and ordering of melodies and their eventual arrangement, however, give away Brahms’s

compositional interest and viewpoint. Characteristic types of the Hungarian music of the age are the popular,

folk-like song, the Hungarian ‘nóta’ and the csardas. These two, deliberately folk-like types replaced the earlier

Hungarian style, the verbunkos, especially its characteristically ornamented, slow section, whereas the tradition

of the fast section, the friss, with its roots in folk music, lived on in the csardas. A typical feature of the new kind

of folk-like melodies and the new slow (lassú) dances in their arrangements was the use of the choriambus

rhythm, considered characteristically Hungarian at the time. We can find several examples in the slow parts of

Liszt’s  Hungarian Rhapsodies employing this choriambus metric foot with folk-like tunes. Brahms, however,

avoiding the by then too familiar Hungarian-like elements, approached the Hungarian dances from a different as-

pect. He discarded the first, slow introduction of the csardas-cycles, being attracted by, instead of the opposite

pairs of slow-fast, the innumerable characters and rhythmic possibilities in the friss, in a greater concept of musi-

cal construction, and a larger form built up from these dance-tunes.
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Hungarian Dance No. 4 is a good example. Its opening melody differs only a little from the first friss in

Kalocsai emlék (=Souvenir from Kalocsa) from the piano piece by Nándor Mérty that Brahms owned in his li-

brary. Brahms aspired to be consistent in the musical composition of csardas melodies and thus in clearly sepa-

rating the formal sections.  While the  piano starting motif and its following variants were sometimes dotted,

sometimes equal in Mérty’s piece, Brahms smoothed them into even quavers, dispensing with the syncopated ac-

cents. He emphasized the different, fiery character of the next forte section with Vivace tempo marking and dot-

ted rhythm patterns. The opening theme returns, as in Mérty’s piece, and with its help Brahms created a three-

section form, present in several of his dances. Omitting the further string of  friss tunes, he employed another

csardas, thus creating a symmetrical large form. The middle section after the three-section part – a version of

which can be heard in Keglevich nóta csárdás by Josi Csillag – is contrasted with its piano dynamics and mag-

giore key. The new character inherent in this section is further emphasized by Brahms with the appoggiaturas

employed before almost every note. Then the full three-section first part is recapitulated. 

In Ungarische Tänze Brahms used the sophisticated csardas tunes performed in salons, popular dance

melodies related to certain types of traditional Hungarian instrumental music, and popular folk-like songs. The

first type form a majority in the first cycles, whereas the folk-like tunes are more frequent in the pieces of the

volumes issued in 1880. By then Brahms was probably more thoroughly acquainted with the characteristically

Hungarian stratum of the repertoire of Gypsy bands, and he could arrange the dances in style for instruments

from the vocal collections available to him. He used various forms more boldly, and added the well-known aug-

mented second intervals, or melodies already used in a Liszt rhapsody. The slower tempo and modal harmoniza-

tion of No. 11, the opening piece of the third volume, is also a novelty. The Hungarian dances which were com-

pletely Brahms’s own – Nos 14 and probably 16, according to our present knowledge –, and the Hungarian ele-

ments discernible in works of his own invention certify to a greater depth to his contact with Hungarian music.

This is reflected in the orchestral arrangements of Nos. 1, 3 and 10, which do not evoke the sonority of the

Gypsy Band but redefine the pieces as representative of the Classical symphonic tradition. Ungarische Tänze in-

creased the fame in Europe not only of Hungarian dances and dance music but it was also a significant stage in

the process whereby Brahms’s compositional style was enriched with elements originating in Hungarian music.
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