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/// From mass songs to The miracle
of God:

Changes in the repertoire of the Hungarian People's Army
Male Choir in light of the 1g50s political changes

=== Introduction

After the Second World War, the Central and Eastern European region became part
of the sphere of influence of the Soviet Union, which purposely sought to distinguish
itself from Western culture. Moscow’s control was thus not only political, military
and economic, but also cultural.! Although the Soviet Union did not systematically
seek to propagate a socialist worldview in the satellite countries, the centralising
elements of the system were applied flexibly by local leaders, who wanted to follow
this pattern as closely as possible in all areas as a sign of their loyalty.* The cultural
policy leadership therefore gave priority to education and the arts in order to rapidly
re-ideologise society. From 1948 onwards, they gradually restructured and centra-
lised the artistic institutions thus promoting the autocracy of socialist realism and
seeking to destroy cultural diversity.® Soviet musical decrees restricted the freedom
of creators, and the folkloristic, national classicist style of Koddly and his pupils,
which was in line with political expectations, was elevated to the official level.*
Although the arts were democratised and concert halls were opened up to all levels
of society thanks to low ticket prices, the state-sponsored schematic mass culture led
to a decline in quality.’ In education, as in other areas, the increase in the number
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of students was not accompanied by an increase in quality, partly due to seculari-
zation and to significant restructuring of the curriculum.® The Sovietisation of the
arts took place on several levels. The translation and distribution of Soviet publi-
cations, the work of visiting Soviet consultants, and guest appearances of Soviet
artists also contributed to the transformation. From the 1940s onwards, the Soviet
Union used its guest performance folk ensembles throughout Europe as a mean of
representing its own power and asserting its soff power in international relations.”
These guest performances led to the formation in the region of amateur and then
professional ensembles, which enjoyed the full cultural and political support of
the Sovietising satellite countries. Based on his archival research, Czech historian Viclav
Smidrkal believes that the professional ensembles in the Eastern Bloc were mere
imitations of Soviet groups, and that the ensembles that enjoyed their golden
age during the Stalin era went into decline after Stalin’s death, as they lacked a real
artistic identity.® The importance of these guest performances abroad, which had
replaced diplomatic contacts that had been reduced after the war, declined from
1955, after the signing of the Warsaw Pact.” The process of de-Stalinisation also led
to changes in the way politics was conducted both in social policy and in cultural
life, and this entailed the dismantling or rationalisation of propaganda organisations.

This pattern can also be observed in the case of the Hungarian People’s Ar-
my Performing Arts Ensemble that operated under the aegis of the Hungarian
People’s Army beginning in 1949. The ensemble aimed to disseminate socialist-rea-
list music and thus reflected both the cultural policy of the Hungarian Workers’
Party (MDP) and the expectations placed on musicians under state socialism. This
was particularly true of the male choir, whose members were also involved in
teaching the soldiers political mass songs. In my paper, I wish to explore the changes
in the repertoire and programme policy of the male choir in order to gain a more
accurate picture of how political expectations of musicians changed and how
Hungarian music life began to transform in the early years of the post-Stalinist pe-
riod. I examine the changing status of the male choir on the basis of contempora-
ry press materials, the legacy of the conductor Lajos Vass, and the archival materials
of the ensemble.
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=== 1953: The beginning of change
On September 28, 1953, on the occasion of the Hungarian People’s Army Day and
on behalf of Presidential Council of the People’s Republic of Hungary, Istvin Dobi
awarded the Hungarian People’s Army Art Ensemble with the Order of the Red
Star in Parliament. At the same time, the Minister of Defence, Mihély Farkas, pro-
moted the leaders of the ensemble to a higher military rank.’® The Order of the Red
Star, which was based on the Soviet model, can be seen as a ritual element of state
socialist propaganda that was intended to reinforce the primacy of the ensemble’s
work in spreading socialist ideology as it increasingly expanded its classical music
repertoire. The ensemble, which had been founded five years earlier in 1948, had
from the outset served to build a common cultural identity in line with the ideolo-
gy of the regime. Within the People’s Army, the cultural policy of the leadership
saw the ensemble as a “gentle weapon,” and according to its founding document,
defined its mission as both the universal education of the armed forces and the set-
ting of an example for amateur ensembles.*!

The emphasis on the importance of the army in cultural education may at
first glance seem unusual, but the newly reorganised army provided a convenient
platform for the rapid ideological education of society. In Hungary, the new consti-
tution of 1949 provided for three years of compulsory military service in the Hun-
garian People’s Army (its official name only from 1951 to 1990). The Army num-
bered over 200,000 in the 1950s, so it is no wonder that the political leadership
gave priority to its cultural work.!* In particular, the male choir, created a few
months after the dance group and comprising talented but largely musically un-
trained soldiers and civilians, was expected to take a leading role in spreading mass
songs among the military and the working classes. Although Zoltin Visdrhelyi,
a leader of the male choir and a teacher at the Liszt Academy of Music, sought from
the outset to build a systematic musical education system to eliminate musical
illiteracy “in the service of Zoltin Kodély’s genius for educating the people,” he was
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a staunch communist and directed the ensemble in accordance with cultural policy
guidelines.® In the early years, the choir’s programmes were thus characterised by
a peculiar dichotomy, comprising both imported Soviet mass songs, choral works
and cantatas, and works by Bartdk, Kodily, and his students in line with Zhdanov’s
guidelines.* In addition to prescribed performances and “estrada” productions in
the barracks, the choir gave solo concerts and as early as 1951 presented new contem-
porary Hungarian pieces at the First Hungarian Music Week. However, all of these
were written within the strict limits of a folk-national style with socialist content
composed to avoid accusations of formalism and naturalism."

After 1953, the process of de-Stalinisation also began in cultural life, which
brought with it a change in the image of the ensemble that gave greater scope to the
ideas of artistic leaders. In the immediate aftermath of Stalin’s death, both com-
memorations and awards ceremonies provided an opportunity for public expres-
sion in the political and artistic spheres, thus emphasising the ‘legacy’ of Stali-
nism. Regarding the music profession, and in accordance with the decision of the
Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union on February 10,
1948 (which was subsequently extended to the member states), the Muscovite com-
poser Ferenc Szabd proclaimed a “meaningful” socialist realist art that would be
in integral contact with the people and based on the classical tradition, folk music,
vocal genres, and the nationalist tradition of the nineteenth century. As he wrote,
“Comrade Stalin taught us that art is a sharp and sensitive weapon, that there is
no middle way, no neutrality in art, because it either supports and strengthens
the struggles and struggles of our people, or treacherously and insidiously attacks
them from behind.”*6

Despite these declarations and the creation of the musical Copyright Office
in 1953, which provided a good living and playing opportunities for a wide range of
composers under the socialist regime, the year 1953 can nevertheless be considered
a turning point in musical life. As Tibor Tallidn’s research confirms, from 1953 on-
wards many composers returned to a neo-classical, divertimento style of compo-
sition, rather than programmatic genres.!” Despite the years of restraint, the require-
ments of the Zhdanov Doctrine, and the need to meet the aesthetic demands of
politics, the works submitted for discussion and the contributions to the Second
Hungarian Music Week showed an easing of censorship.
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The importance of the so-called “folkloristic national classicist” style started
to break down in 1955 among contemporary composers, against whom the cultural
policy, by the 1960s, no longer wished to take administrative action. However, the
period from 1953 to 1956 already saw a transition in the fact that propaganda en-
sembles could include in their repertoires music proposed by artistic leaders and
written outside the Soviet political system.'® In addition, the restructuring of the
army played a major role in transforming the programme policy of the male choir.
Although after Stalin’s death Soviet military advisers replaced those dismissed in
1953 and their number doubled in the next three years, the permanent staff of the
Hungarian Army was reduced by 25 percent.’® By this time, it had become clear that
the overstretched five-year plan was not in line with the country’s economic capa-
city, and efforts to economise were also reflected in the cultural elements of the
army.?® This is indicated by a letter by the leading conductor, Lajos Vass, who in
1954 reported to his military superior about the impossible working conditions
and called for finalising the staff’s pay raises that had been dragging on for a year,
“since starving people can neither do serious artistic work nor even inspire others
for along time.”*!

Partly due to these circumstances, the ensemble’s public appearances in-
creased. From 1953 onwards, music magazines reported on the ensemble’s “high-
quality, artistic” performances and noted that the majority of its performances so
far had been in Hungarian rural towns and villages.?? In 1955, Andrds Rajki, in an
article published in Népszava, bluntly stated that the ensemble had quietly, almost
to the exclusion of the public, arrived at the ceremonial one-thousandth perfor-
mance in Inota three years ago. In the meantime, with their concerts in military
camps and barracks, they had done much to develop our musical culture with their
rural and factory shows. The choir’s leaders and members regularly teach the sol-
diers, who are now singing noticeably better, to sing.*?
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From the press material about the male group between 1953 and 1956, we can
conclude that the “Estrada” appearances of the large ensemble diminished and the
increasingly professional male choir’s concerts became accessible to the general pub-
lic, not least the professional public, at representative venues in Budapest. This shift
is also confirmed by the ensemble’s internal statistics.>* In the first two years, they
performed in military barracks, as stated in their charter, with few public concerts,
until in 1951 they became a representative Hungarian group, performing to a mix-
ture of military and civilian audiences. Although it is not possible, in the absence
of adequate, reliable statistics, to give an account of the civilian audiences’ compo-
sition, Philharmonic booklets and concert posters after 1953 indicate that the num-
ber of performances at representative halls increased, especially from 1955 on. Even
more strikingly, while the programmes of their first guest appearance in the Soviet
Union were reviewed by a three-member “expert” committee — the Minister of De-
fence, Mihdly Farkas, the head of the Propaganda and Press Department of the
Political Committee, Jozsef Révai, and the head of the Political Group of the
Hungarian People’s Army, Sindor Négridi — by the mid-1950s the conductor was
actively involved in selecting the programmes.

Statistics of the performances of the Hungarian People's Army Art Ensemble
(1949-1955)

Number . Number of For:elgn
Audience . Tour audience
Year | of perfor- L o Total foreign ap- o
(military /civil) abroad (military /
mances pearances -
civilian)

1949 67 120,000 / 40,000 | 160,000 - - -

1950 175 130,000 / 50,000 | 180,000 - - -
SOVIET
UNION

1951 301 100,000 /180,000 | 280,000 15 (04.03—04.21. 251'3224
male choir '
and
orchestra)
POLAND

1952 250 140,000 / 80,000 | 220,000 16 (01.02—-0118. | 10,000/ 5,000
full
ensemble)

1953 319 140,000 /120,000 | 260,000 - - -

1054 304 210,000 /140,000 | 350,000 - - -

24 == HEL provides statistics for the first three years.
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Number . Number of Fmtelgn
v Audience . Tour audience
ear | of perfor- L o Total foreign ap- -
(military /civil) abroad (military /
mances pearances civilian)
GDR
1955 340 | 175,000 /115,000 | 276,000 17 (04.02—0418.| 5,000/ 5,000
dance
group)
BULGARIA
(04.01—0416.
dance
groupe)
100,000 /
1956 202 265,000 13 CHINA 200000
(0g.07—1215.
full
ensemble)

=== The gradual transformation of broadcasting policy

The interest of the profession and the public was mainly related to the change in
the male choir’s programming policy. Between 1953 and 1956, their prescribed per-
formances on state holidays still mostly reflected Stalinist music policy. At the fes-
tive concert for the Hungarian People’s Army Day on September 27, 1953, and
again about a month later on November 6 at the thirty-sixth anniversary celebra-
tions of the Russian October Socialist Revolution, marches and mass songs about
the party and its leaders were performed. However, only one choral work by Kodily
and one by Liszt were included in the programmes of Hungarian works not written
under the regime. Although the military leadership called for the inclusion of new
mass songs in the repertoire — a move that was widely supported and in line with
cultural policy guidelines — after the replacement of Zoltdn Vésirhelyi as conduc-
tor in 1952, it opted to promote the writing of suitable choral works by launching
a competition. According to the ensemble’s documentary collection, because of
the unsuitability of the entries the Ministry of Defence eventually allowed the con-
ductor to select from the abundant older and newer folk song arrangements and
“progressive literature” to augment the repertoire.?® This process had already begun
in 1952 and was already having an impact in 1953. It was not until 1955-1956, and
once the Soviet leadership made official (at the Twentieth Congress of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956) the thesis that every country had the
right to chart its own path to socialism, that the ensemble’s status in Budapest’s
musical life changed radically with the proliferation of public concerts.

25 == HEL,177.
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The programmes of the representative concert venues now included an equal
proportion of classical male choral literature and the predominantly political works
of the first repertoire, thus departing considerably from their military performan-
ces. The expansion of the repertoire, which began under Miklds Forrai, professor
at the Academy of Music, fundamentally defined the period between 1953 and 1956.
Popular opera choruses and Franz Liszt’s pieces for male voices were performed in
the spirit of nineteenth-century revolutionary romanticism, but the Verbunkos
Suite composed by Tibor Polgir, which reinforced national traditions, was also
included in the repertoire. Rich polyphonic Renaissance pieces, mainly works by
the church-affiliated composers Palestrina and Lassus that were popularised by
Forrai with his own chamber choir beginning in 1948, were not performed until
1954. Why was it necessary for the ensemble, which had originally been established
to educate soldiers, now to perform classical works in public for civilian audiences?
And how did the Ministry of Defence, which had been responsible for the project,
approach the issue? The personality and ambition of its young conductor, a fol-
lower of Forrai, played a key role in opening the choir to a new repertoire and
new audiences. Lajos Vass, a 26-year-old composer-conductor, returned home from
the World Festival of Youth in Bucharest in July 1953 — after barely a year in office -
to learn that he had been appointed to replace the recently resigned Forrai as leader
of the Male Choir of the People’s Army Art Ensemble.?

Although according to 1955 data, there were 291 conductors and choral con-
ductors in the country with a classical music licence, it is not surprising that the
composer-conductor, who had been working as a music teacher and singer in the
ensemble since 1949, took over artistic direction of the country’s only professional
male choir.?” Vass had a musical background and four years’ experience as a conduc-
tor and composer; he had also been active in the meetings of the Musicians’ Asso-
ciation and had been unanimously elected to chair the debate on the issue of youth
orchestras, mass singing, and marching bands.?® His peasant origins, his young
age, and the fact that his mass songs and folksong arrangements were recognised
in professional plenums all made him a suitable candidate in the eyes of the poli-
tical leaders of the association. From the very beginning, however, as artistic direc-
tor he emphasised the importance of the choir’s solo performances and the edu-
cational influence of classical music on the people. His letter to Major-General
Istvan Otta in 1955 could even be considered his a7s poetica as a conductor:

26 = = Katalin Flitter. "A karnagy (Pdlyakép 1953—1992)," in Vass Lajos emlékezete. Tanul-
mdnyok és dokumentumok, ed. Melinda Berlasz (Budapest: Puski, 1998), 26.
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[...] we are also lovers of the art of the choir and we feel that the best of
our knowledge and our educational skills can only be truly expressed [not
in our estrada programmes, but] separately. [...] I suggest that the Gene-
ral Staff should write in capital letters among our tasks: one of the most
important tasks of the Art Ensemble’s choir is to promote choral lite-
rature within the army, and especially the Hungarian choral literature —
especially the choral music of Kodily, Bartdk and Liszt — which is out-
standing worldwide. [...] I am convinced that in this way we will be able
to provide more effective help both to the work of the choirs in the army
and to the improvement of marching singing.*

Vass’s desire to renew the repertoire reflected the ambitions of his master,
Visérhelyi. Although the young conductor, as a member of the second generation of
the choral movement, could no longer learn directly from Kodily, he was indirect-
ly linked to him by a thousand ties. Many of these ties were represented by his
teachers at the Liszt Academy of Music, who, as active participants in the choral
movement from the 1930s onwards, represented Kodély’s concept of music edu-
cation and “worked to fulfil Kodly’s teachings through their compositions, music
criticism and writings on music history, music education, the organisation of the
choral movement and the running of a music publishing house.”*® However, the ef-
forts of the military male choir to renew the repertoire were often rejected by the
military leadership. In an undated letter, probably from 1954, Pl Ilku expressed
the military leadership’s strong opposition to Vass’s requests: “[t]his booklet will —
most certainly — be of great help in preparing for the Soviet Army Day and at the
same time — hopefully — will also eliminate the incorrect view that there is sup-
posedly no Soviet military song to learn.”®! Ilku’s assertion is nuanced by the fact
that the 1954 publication of sheet music for the choirs of the Hungarian People’s
Army contained only a few Soviet songs. The collection was already dominated
by Hungarian pieces and the number of classical opera choruses had increased.*>
Ilku’s letter nevertheless gives a vivid picture of the subordination of the artistic
and military leaders of the ensemble during the 1950s.

Yet reviews of Lajos Vass’s first concerts at the Liszt Academy in 1954, after six
months as director, testify to his classical repertoire-building activities. Ivin Vitdnyi
and Tibor Gyarmati of the Institute of Popular Culture, in addition to highlighting
in their reviews the clear intonation of the male choir and the rich dynamic skill

29 ==08zK SZT VL. Letter of Lajos Vass to Major General Istvan Otta, May 10,1955.

30 == Lérant Péteri, “Zene, oktatds, tudomany, politika (Kodély és az dllamszocializmus
muvel8déspolitikdja [1948—1967])." Forrds 39, no.12 (2007): 45.

31 == OSzK SZT VL. Letter from Pal Ilku to Lajos Vass, undated.

32 == Kérusmdvek a Magyar Néphadseregben mikédd énekkarok szamdra (Budapest:
Magyar Néphadsereg Politikai F6csoportféndkség, 1954).
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of its elite members, also drew attention to the positive changes in the programme
composition.*® Although the composers included in the programme - Borodin,
Mussorgsky, Mendelssohn, Schubert, Weber, and Liszt — cannot be considered un-
usual, as they were the most frequently performed composers in Budapest concert
programmes, their works did require more technical preparation and thus testify
to the rising quality of the male choir. The cultural policy expectations placed on
the ensemble were, however, also clearly expressed here; Vitdnyi felt that the reper-
toire lacked new Hungarian works and military songs, which had been heavily
promoted by the state.’*

Presumably inspired by this criticism, the November concert held a few
months later was based specifically on Hungarian choral works, and the profes-
sional reaction only criticised the artistic directors for the difference between per-
formances for soldiers and those for the public, saying that “the programmes of
everyday concerts should also give a taste of what and how the ensemble gives to
the soldiers.”®* It is already clear from the programmes of these concerts that the
chief conductor’s aim was to perform pieces of higher artistic value that went be-
yond ideological education — a goal that provoked controversy both in the armed
forces and in the press. It was no coincidence that a critic of the newspaper Szabad
Hazdnkért (“For our Free Country”) felt the need to defend the male choir in
writing, as its abilities “not only allow but also require it to perform before a large
audience.” As the journalist wrote:

the question is not whether our choir should sing popular works or
more demanding but less known works, but whether an ensemble of in-
ternationally first-class quality can give up the opportunity to represent
and promote our army before the masses of workers and even in the most
prestigious forum of the musical arts, the concert podium of the Liszt
Academy? The answer is clear: everything that represents the spirit and
content of our popular and revolutionary army — which is true culture!
Our enemies could only blush at the sight of the soldiers of popular
democracy singing Beethoven, Brahms, Verdi and Kodaly. We will
applaud them all the more enthusiastically.?®

33 == Vitdnyi, "A Magyar Néphadsereg M{ivészegyittese Enekkardnak a cappella estje’
22,

34== Ivan Vitanyi and Tibor Gyarmati, “A Magyar Néphadsereg MdUvészegylttese
Enekkardnak a cappella estje," Uj Zenei Szemle 5, no. 5 (May 1954): 22.
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In fact, this idea fitted well with the Stalinist idea of fighting the West on the
cultural front — against the enemy’s decadent artistic currents — and it also reflected
the practice of concert life between 1948 and 1954. Namely, while acceptable clas-
sical works were forcefully marketed, political discrimination almost completely ex-
cluded the classics of modern music, objectionable works, and contemporary mo-
dern, Western composers from the flow of information.?”

In November 1954, however, the programme of the choir’s Hungarian
Evening was an indisputable sign that censorship was easing. The first half of the
concert was largely based on pieces from the 1949-1952 repertoire, and even the new-
ly learned choral works in the second half of the concert were mostly military in
theme and national-romantic in tone, which seemed to reflect earlier cultural po-
licy expectations. The work of Lajos Birdos, who was reprimanded in 1952 at a youth
plenum moderated by Vass for his folk song arrangements, which he described as
self-serving and technical, can be included here. Although music ideologists had
already praised Bdrdos’s work immediately after Stalin’s death in 1953 in the pages
of the Uj Zenei Szemle (“New Music Review”), and although the Soldier’s Drink-
ing Song, performed by the male choir in 1954, revived the traditions of the na-
tional style of the nineteenth century, the appearance of the church musician-con-
ductor Bardos’s piece on the concert suggests a freer programme structure.*® This
easing of censorship is further substantiated by Vass’s statements, in which he spoke
of his ensemble as a dedicated performer of the choral music of Kodily, Barték,
Liszt and Bdrdos. Likewise, the works of Béla Bart6k were not clearly among those
supported. The modernist pieces by this composer — who died in America as
an emigrant in 1945 — only became accepted in venues after the 1955 commemo-
rations of the ten-year anniversary of Barték’s death.® Although choral works were
among accepted in Bartdk’s two-part oeuvre, and his more complex vocal works
were for a long time technically difficult for the choir, it was nevertheless a step
forward that the Four Old Hungarian Folk Songs were learned and presented at this
time instead of the single-sex choruses sung eatlier.

The most obvious change, however, came in regard to Kodily’s pieces. Koddly
remained an inescapable figure in musical life even under state socialism, even
though he was considered a “bourgeois” at all levels. His widespread recognition and
prestige did not allow him to be openly marginalised, and from 1951 on, the cultural
policy leadership regarded him as a fellow traveller. As Loérdnt Péteri’s research
shows, after 1953 Kodély became an increasingly important symbolic figure, and
one who was generally accepted among the vocal lefe-wing intelligentsia that openly

37 == Tallidn, Hangversenyélet, 42.
38 == Tallian, Magyar Képek, 306.

39 == Danielle Fosler-Lussier, Music Divided: Bartdk's Legacy in Cold War Culture
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 149.
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advocated a break with Stalinist political practices. However, the performance
of certain of his works still met with opposition within the army.*® In response to
a long letter written by Lajos Vass to Major General P4l Ilku on the topic of prog-
ramme policy, Ilku emphatically stated the following: “This would mean a com-
plete abandonment of our principles, the introduction of a principle which we will
of course never help, on the contrary, we will always prevent. I call for more prin-
cipled firmness — alongside the development of artistic standards in leadership.”#!
Despite this unambiguous response, Kodaly’s choral work The Miracle of God was
performed at the Hungarian Evening a year later, and just two weeks after that it
was sung again, accompanied by thirteen other Kodily choral works, in the concert
hall of the Liszt Academy in honour of the master’s birthday. Kodély’s choral work
on Petdfr’s political poem was composed in 1944, and its political parallels with
the poem are obvious. Although Kodily omitted the third stanza on foreign occu-
pation, this work — like Nemzeti dal, composed in 1955 — could have been inter-
preted as a forerunner of the revolution against the old regime and against oppres-
sion. Ilku’s objections were presumably only related to the title and to the increa-
singly emphatic statement in the chorus: “It is a miracle of God that our nation is
still standing.” In addition to the content of the text, this recurring line is the key to
the piece in terms of harmony. The uncertain tonality, given by the frequent chro-
matic passages and third-relations, serves as a kind of bridge between the indi-
vidual stanzas. The tonal plan of the chorus and stanzas is quite unusual, partly
due to the word painting used to express the music. Its constant increase in tempo
and dynamics, almost madrigalistic setting, and unusual harmonic movements
make this one of the most complex choral works of its kind. In this context, the fact
that this work could be performed at the end of 1954 is a sign of a change in the prac-
tice of the Stalinist cultural policy, even if its performance is seen as a gesture by
cultural politicians towards Kodaly.

After 1953, Koddly’s importance in the eyes of the intelligentsia increased as a re-
sult of this change. Because his conception of the nation and his people distinguished
him from nationalist conservatives, while his humanism clearly distinguished him
from the frequently xenophobic thinking of the representatives of the popular
movement, the intelligentsia could easily identify with him.** In his report on the
Kodily evening, the composer Pal Jarddnyi had already strongly criticised the male
choir’s previous performances, stressing that the ensemble had rarely been given
tasks worthy of its abilities and expressing the hope that the group, which was of
unparalleled ability, would henceforth only hone its skills with the noblest works.

40 = = Péteri, "Az utolsé évtized: Kodaly Zoltan," 263.
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“The male choir should be used to showcase the unique gems of Hungarian male
choir literature throughout the country and the world: the Koddly choirs.”*? Jir-
ddnyi clearly attributed the performance of Koddly works to Vass, who bad made
a great leap forward in his conducting career as a young but already renowned
composer. In the previous concert, his otherwise convincing conducting had been
marred by a teacher’s lack of maturity, a tendency to moderate his temper, while
on this occasion he had “almost completely thrown off the brakes.”** In 1956, the
famous critic of the Népszava, Sindor Jemnitz, praised the male choir’s perfect
singing as a testimony to the highest vocal culture.*

In 1955, Pdl Gergely, the leader of the Ensemble’s orchestra, attempted to So-
vietise the male choir, which was playing an increasingly active role in Hungarian
concert life. Gergely encouraged composers to write new marching songs and So-
viet-style military songs:

In recent years, it has been proven on several occasions that our compo-
sers are also inspired and attracted by the possibilities of this great per-
forming apparatus. But they have been deceived on more than one oc-
casion [...]: a whole series of works have been written for the Ensemble
— and not for the army! The means often became an end, even an end
in itself! [...] They will only be able to fulfil their true vocation if they
can find a close connection with the soldiers of the People’s Army, with
their everyday life. It is only by knowing — and loving — this that army
artists can become soldier-artists.*®

His appeal also demonstrates that in 1955, contemporary composers were
no longer compelled to compose vocal works in accordance with cultural policy
guidelines. Rather, they were composing new works for them because of the quality
of the male choir.

This change in programme policy also meant a decline in the political im-
portance of the ensemble, especially the male choir, which meant fewer trips abroad
and a reduction in their income. In 1954, Vass wrote in a letter to his Comrade
Lieutenant General (without mentioning the military commander’s name): “[...] the
news that the State Folk Ensemble was again going on a foreign tour lasting seve-
ral months had a depressing effect on our ensemble. Not because they are going,
but because we are not going anywhere. We know that the Bulgarian army ensemble

43 = =oPal Jarddnyi, “Két Kodaly-kérus hangverseny,” Uj Zenei Szemle 6, no.1(1955): 16.
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is in China right now.”” At this time he also stressed that military ensembles in
other annexed countries performed abroad to build diplomatic relations:

Czechoslovak and Romanian military ensembles have been there. These
countries are also constantly exchanging ensembles with each other.
This summer, for example, the military ensemble from Bratislava was
in Bulgaria. The Czechoslovak ensemble has already been to the Soviet
Union three times. In general, our members always know who is where,
and every new piece of news causes a new and bigger wound.

In his letter, Lajos Vass openly expressed the need to revive international re-
lations. However, the Political Committee of the Hungarian Workers’ Party did
not allow the male choir to travel abroad for another two years; according to a note
dated July 4, 1955, the Political Committee rejected the request of the People’s
Army Artists’ Ensemble to perform in Bulgaria. When the tour eventually took place
a year later, it featured only the dance group.*®

The male choir’s appearances abroad were approved by the Party only two
years after the date of the letter quoted above. During a visit to Budapest in January
1956, Marshal Zhu De, the Chinese Minister of National Defence, invited the
People’s Army Art Ensemble to perform in China. Despite the long wrangling that
had preceded the trip abroad, the male choir now represented their country with
the works of Kodily, Barték and Liszt in addition to two Chinese folk songs. They
also performed Palestrina, Lassus, Gyorgy Ranki, Ferenc Farkas, Lajos Brdos, and
Jend Addm at their concerts, along with folk songs, folk song arrangements, and
both old and new military songs, all of which were mixed in their programme.
The compilation, which had to be accepted by the major general in charge of prog-
ramme policy, reflects the ideas of Lajos Vass, who stated in an interview before
the tour that “we will perform the best songs of the past years at our concerts
in China.”* This first period of success for the large ensemble, which had been
touring China for three months at the time of the Hungarian Revolution, ended
with a refusal to perform in Moscow, which had not been included in the prelimi-
nary schedule. However, the change in their programme policy and the increase
in professional reviews also marked the expansion in a classical direction of the
male repertoire between 1953 and 1956.
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Ultimately, this evidence shows that after Stalin’s death, although Soviet
influence and pattern following continued to be evident in the ensembles of the
satellite countries, it was the leaders who determined the artistic direction of their
ensembles — even in professional ensembles created mainly for the dissemination

of propaganda.
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