
 
Zoltán Kodály (16 December 1882 – 6 March 1967) was a towering figure in 20th-century Hungarian music, renowned not only for 
his compositions but also for his work as an ethnomusicologist, educator, and music philosopher. Alongside Béla Bartók, Kodály 
played a crucial role in collecting and preserving Hungarian folk music, which would become a central influence in his own creative 
output. His work marked a significant departure from late Romantic traditions, embracing native musical idioms and placing a 
strong emphasis on the connection between national identity and artistic expression. Though sometimes overshadowed 
internationally by Bartók, Kodály’s contributions to both composition and music education left a profound and lasting legacy that 
extended far beyond Hungary’s borders. 
 
Kodály’s musical journey began in earnest at the Franz Liszt Academy of Music in Budapest, where he studied composition with 
Hans Koessler and simultaneously pursued a degree in linguistics and phonetics at the University of Budapest. His doctoral 
dissertation focused on the structure and characteristics of Hungarian folk song, and from this dual background emerged a 
distinctive compositional voice: one that merged scholarly rigor with lyrical, accessible melodic writing. With Bartók, he embarked 
on extensive fieldwork across rural Hungary and neighboring regions, transcribing thousands of authentic folk melodies. These 
efforts helped shape not only his own music but also the broader Hungarian national musical style of the early 20th century. 
 
Kodály’s operatic singspiel Háry János, composed between 1925 and 1926 and premiered in 1926, tells the story of a boastful 
Hungarian hussar who recounts fantastical adventures, including single-handedly defeating Napoleon and wooing an Austrian 
princess. The narrative draws on the tradition of the “tall tale,” celebrating the imaginative spirit and folkloric charm of the 
Hungarian peasantry. The Háry János Suite, arranged for orchestra and premiered in 1927, distills six key movements from the 
stage work into a compelling concert piece. It has since become one of Kodály’s most popular and frequently performed works. 
 
The suite opens with the famous “Prelude (The Fairy Tale Begins),” immediately signaling its playful tone with a dramatic 
orchestral sneeze a humorous reference to Hungarian superstition that a sneeze confirms the truth of a story. This is followed by 
the “Viennese Musical Clock,” a precise and charming evocation of mechanical pageantry, brimming with childlike wonder. 
“Song,” the third movement, offers a lyrical and introspective contrast, featuring a tender folk-like melody that reflects Háry’s 
romantic longing. “The Battle and Defeat of Napoleon” brings cinematic grandeur, with energetic rhythms, bold brass writing, and 
sudden shifts in dynamics painting a vivid musical picture of imagined heroism. “Intermezzo” returns to folk-infused textures and 
rhythms, while the final “Entrance of the Emperor and His Court” bursts with pomp and parody, blending regal fanfares with 
folkloric touches that reflect Kodály’s satirical bent. 
 
One of the most distinctive aspects of the Háry János Suite is its orchestration. Kodály’s use of the cimbalom, a hammered 
dulcimer native to Central and Eastern Europe, adds a uniquely Hungarian flavor to the suite and reinforces its folkloric 
authenticity. The suite also features inventive use of other orchestral colors, including celesta, harp, and unusual percussion, 
creating a palette that is both rich and idiosyncratic. Kodály’s harmonic language, while less dissonant than Bartók’s, is marked by 
modal inflections, parallel chords, and folk-derived motifs that give his music a deeply rooted, earthy character. 
 
The Háry János Suite was warmly received at its premiere and quickly entered the international orchestral repertoire. Its blend of 
humor, drama, and cultural authenticity made it appealing to audiences and conductors alike. Over time, it has come to be seen 
not only as a showcase of Kodály’s compositional skill but also as an emblem of his broader artistic mission to elevate Hungarian 
folk traditions within the context of high art and to make music both meaningful and accessible to the general public. 
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