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SOME PARALLELS OF RARE MODAL STRUCTURES IN
WESTERN AND EASTERN EUROPE

by
LAJOS VARGYAS (Budapest)

In the course of investigations made in the folk music of East European peoples
a great number of archaic musical phenomena have emerged. Their abundance
is such that the music of western nations appears in contrast to be of comparatively
recent origin. The folklorist, who is acquainted with East European folk music,
can, however, discern phenomena in western folk songs which—on account of their
very rarity—western scholars do not adequately appreciate. It is proposed to draw
attention in this paper to peculiarities of modal structure which occur rarely in western
collections but are customary and characteristic features of the folk music of eastern
peoples.

1. The following song (The Saucy Sailor) is included in Cecil Sharp’s collection
from Somerset!:

ExAMPLE 1I.

Sharp adds the following note: “Usually the air is in the mixolydian mode.
Mr. Hendy’s tune, however, is not, strictly speaking, in a diatonic mode at all. . . .
I have never come across another folk air in this scale (i.e., the aeolian mode with
a sharpened third), nor do I know of one recovered by any other collector.” Sharp
was ignorant of the Moravian folk music in which this scale occurs very frequently,
nor could he know of similar airs in Hungarian and Rumanian folk music which
had not as yet been published.

Here is an illustration from Hungary?:

ExXAMPLE 2.

and another from Moravia3:

ExamPLE 3.
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The following is from. Rumania?:

EXAMPLE 4.

Harvest songs of a similar structure are to be found in Canteloube’s collection®

of French folk songs. In the following example, although the tune ends on do,

A it would seem from the “6” which has been added to the text that the final do is an
‘ addition and that the cadence was originally on sol. == /% =12

EXAMPLE 5.
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f These examples, taken from areas far removed from one another, demonstrate
that we are faced with a special heptatonic mode which does not fit into the old
theory, and that actual life offers much richer treasures than can be inferred
theoretically.

2. Another rare system is to be found in Sharp’s Appalachian collection.® This
is a mode of a pentatonic system with semitone: g, b, ¢’, d’, €, g’. This modal
structure occurs with great frequency in the Cheremiss collections, and recurs among
the songs transcribed by Bart6k from phonograph cylinders now in the custody of
the Ethnographical Museum in Budapest.” While most of the melodies do not go
beyond the fifth tone, some have a tonal range up to the octave. We find similar
2 tunes in Hungary, but these have become hexatonic; the upper part of the melodic
. line is completed usually by the addition of’fa or sometimes by that of the upper /a,
while the lower part remains gapped.®

3. In the introduction to his Appalachian collection® and in the notes to the
songs as well as in his “Conclusions’’!® Sharp calls attention to a peculiar intonation
which, I am convinced, is something that is closely connected with the problem
of tonal structure. In some of the songs the third and seventh sway between the

. major and minor key and, in some cases, these notes are neutral. Moreover, although
- in some of the tunes we find no neutral intonation, there are alternating major and
minor thirds at identical points within one and the same song. This is a phenomenon
well known in Hungarian folk songs and is described by Barték in his book on
ungarian folk music.! He calls it the “Transdanubian third” as it occurs with
eat frequency in that part of Hungary, although—as evidenced by recent gramo-
one. records—it can be encountered over the whole domain of the Hungarian
guage. I cannot agree with Kodély,'* who attributes this phenomenon to the
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influence of the major scale of urban music. One has to bear in mind that it appears
chiefly in pentatonic tunes and just in those rural regions which have not been
influenced by the cities, in regions where the phenomenon in question is an archaically
traditional one, as in the Appalachian Mountains. It manifests itself in both
regions—in Hungary and in the Appalachians—as a melodic style turning from
pentatonic into heptatonic, and I think I am justified in drawing the conclusion
that we are faced with a specific development of the tonal sense in the course of
"this’ change of style. The neutral third crops up also in the East, among the
Cheremiss, as is evidenced by Bartdk’s notation of phonograph records which are
kept in the Hungarian Ethnographical Museum.’® Bart6k also points to a similar
phenomenon among the Rumanians: “When peasants perform, it occurs fairly often
that certain degrees—chiefly the 3rd and 7th, but now and then the 2nd and 6th
too—are intoned unsteadily. This may be observed in Rumania as well.””4 In
the original Hungarian edition Bartok stressed that it applies particularly to the
old-fashioned tunes. They, too, have many pentatonic airs that have no con-
nection with the Hungarian tunes and these must be regarded as an ancient European
characteristic rather than a phenomenon which was the result of the influence of
some Turkish people, for example, the Cumanians. This is the more likely as this
phenomenon appears also in Rumanian areas which have never been exposed to
Cumanian influence. Barték’s recordings show that neutral thirds occur also in
the folk music of the southern Slavs.15

I would add that the Grusians use panpipes of which not only the tuning but
also the absolute pitch are fixed by tradition and the neutral third appears in them.
Stechenko-Kouftina identifies this kind of tuning with the Javanese pelog.1®

4. Sharp’s Appalachian and Somerset collections!” each contain mixolydian
tunes in which special importance is attached to the augmented fourth (tritonus)
between the seventh below the final note and the third, thus giving rise to sounds
characteristic of the lydian mode, as in the following example from Somerset:

ExXAMPLE 6.

This modal structure is characteristic of a melodic style current among the
Rumanians of Bihar (Western Transylvania). The following is a typical song
from Bihar®:

ExampPLE 7.
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5. There are several melodies in Canteloube’s anthology in which the relative
position of the tones is suggestive of the tetrahexachord!®: their paramount tones
are the tonic, the fourth and the sixth; a strong emphasis is given to the leap from
the tonic to the fourth tone and back: all this makes the air sound as if it concluded
on the lower dominant. A similar structure is to be found in Hungarian tunes,
especially in the new ones,? which Bartok termed “plagal,” designating the cadence
as a “plagal cadence.”#

This kind of musical architecture with the connected melodic turns is very
frequent in the purely pentatonic music of the Cheremiss with the modes concluding
on sol and mi continued by a transposition a fifth lower as in the following??:

ExAMPLE 8.
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It is probably a remnant of the pentatonic system both in Hungary and France
(two of the French tunes are, if we disregard the grace notes, pure pentatonic tunes
cadenced on sol). In this connection we have to take into consideration the many

“pentatonic and heptatonic tunes cadenced on sol that are included in Sharp’s
Appalachian collection which must be regarded as remnants of some archaic European
material.

At this point I would quote a special case of modal ambiguity. Sharp in his
“Conclusions”” (pp. 63-64) publishes the following tune:—

ExXAMPLE 9QA.

Sharp writes:

“The conclusion to this air seemed to me to be very peculiar and unexpected.
Although, strictly speaking, it was mixolydian, yet I felt sure the tune was really a
major one. I accordingly prevailed upon the singer to repeat the ballad several
times. When she had sung the air ten or twenty times, she suddenly repeated the last
- line of one of the verses to the following phrase:

EXAMPLE QB.

_ “I have no doubt but that this was the correct form of the tune, and in her previous
vetitions the singer had forgotten to ‘double’’ the last line, The tune was, after all, a
one in the key of G: not a mixolydian in D, as it at first appeared to be.

»
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This is the only experience of the kind that I hav;} :5;:;;:;2 Wftl}i;‘i;ldaﬂ;éiolfghsiif
not safe to generalise on such slender evidence e mixoiydian g
picion that not a few folk tunes, which appear : A
incomplete major tunes. . ..”

We have, in Hungary, much evidence
ind, are performed by old singers always
e without exception those who

Sharp was wrong in his supposition.
that such tunes, having two endings of this k .
with the conclusion on sol/, and young peOPle @
perform them with cadences on do.2

The many East European examples that have b;filns ferf?;cr%(i iZg?lilS;dh:svz I:Inifiz
it clear that their occasional western cog;l,_teIP?"r'ts cos: of. moilsl evelution in ile
matter of chance; they are, in fact, regular m‘c?ta? ted, and are now surviving only
course of which they have, in the West, come to be 1s0 ihe (iuoted el f frorf1
as hidden relics among the mass of new songs. Thus ts in the process of development
East European folk music reveal only analOgouSt%%mwi th the western counterparts
without, of course, a necessary genetic connect! : tit : ;
The following examples, on the other hand, ar€ Ech s JHSUly TIe SR e
a genetic connection.
parvaenils - ngs associated with the New Year,

= i .
chanson de quéle: the “Guillonée” of the FrenCh’utge"g:;;lés(i%rasIfgiztiigto?lfc}fgg
English and the Hungarian counterpart, the so-¢& eie Ty tra(,:es of masquerading
form of this traditional custom which is acComPand.C structive, 'whils el
in animal skins. These songs have a similar melod1 g
reveal even more surprising identities. .

In the following Hungarian example® the short phrase of four bars is repeated
throughout the text:

ExXAMPLE 10.

The western examples are, from the French®:

EXAMPLE 11.

Hp MM.J:-126
'« 3 -

and from the English26:

EXAMPLE 12.

f Moderato

13
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The similarity of the first part of the western songs to the one-lined Hungarian
air is so close that, taken together with the identity of the texts and the custom,
they can no longer be accepted as the products of various independent processes of
evolution but must be regarded as having originated from a common tradition.

The principal characteristic of these Hungarian Regds songs is their ending
with a leap on the fifth within the major hexachord, which recurs in every refrain.??

As a matter of fact the majority of the songs consists only of a two-bar motif
in major, the second bar being the leap: do-sol. It is only in their first line that the
French and English songs have retained a cadence on the fifth; they are completed
by a line concluding on do, the subsidiary character of which is especially conspicuous
in the French air. (I should add that this cadence on the fifth occurs in some
other French folk songs—even in New Year songs without being followed by a
descent to 40.28) This subsequent completion of the song by a second line concluding
on the do has recently sometimes been found also in Hungary, especially in per-
formances by children. We can therefore conclude that the cadence on do marks
the path of modernisation.

Having already dealt elsewhere?® with the similarities, as revealed by the texts
and the whole custom alike, I need not go into this question here. ~Seeing that certain
corresponding similarities can be demonstrated also in the Greek tradition it seems
justifiable to assume a survival of Greek-Mediterranean traditions both among the
Hungarians and the western peoples rather than to postulate a direct borrowing
from the French, something that actually did happen in the Middle Ages in the
case of Hungarian ballads.

The cadence on the fifth here discussed seems to indicate that the major hexa-
chord, too, has modes other than that concluding on do. The above quoted archaic
examples have preserved at least one of the other possible modi, that which ends
on sol. And it is by means of these more numerous and clearer East European
examples that the more isolated—and in their obscurity hardly understandable—
western phenomena can really be “explained.”

The material I have had the privilege to present to you should serve as a warning
that many an ancient treasure is still hidden in the folk airs of the West. We feel
confident that continued comparative research work and especially a further
assiduous collection of folk music material will yield many a surprise for scholars
and friends of folk music alike.
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