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SMALL AMBITUS — NEW STYLE CHRISTMAS CAROLS
FROM THE TRANSYLVANIAN PLAIN

ZOLTAN GERGELY'

SUMMARY. Folk music literature includes into the group called small
ambitus new style all those melodies, which present a domination of tonal
characteristics. Besides the two most well known and most popular
examples of the Christmas carols repertoire from the Transylvanian Plain,
there are also two other melodies, which were integrated into the local
Christmas repertoire only in one single settlement.

Keywords: Christhmas Carols, Small Ambitus — New Style, Transylvanian
Plain, local repertoires.

In the fourth chapter of volume | of the MNTK (A Magyar népdaltipusok
katalégusa [Catalogue of Hungarian Folk Song Types]) we can find those
melodies, which have a structure dominated by tonal relations, opposed to
the modal character of the old melodies. Also, the third and second sequences
are quite frequent here on the level of certain melody lines as well as of the
repetition of motifs.

Example 1.

The origin of the group of stories on the holy family looking for a place to
sleep was first debated by Tekla Dé6mé6tor, then by lldiké Kriza. Rooted also
in apocryphal literature, the works of popular poets and cantors — including
the motif of the miraculous healing of the blind girl — were spread especially
by 19 century pulp literature and the blind beggars.? Some motifs of this
text type can be found massively also in the Romanian carol poetry3.

1 PhD, Researcher of the Folklore Institute of the Romanian Academy in Cluj / Kolozsvar,
E-mail: zoli_gdur@yahoo.com

2 Démotér Tekla 1983. 110-119. Kriza lldikd 1982. 77—79.; a text variant from Chibed:
Raduly Janos 1997. 131-132.

3 Pozsony Ferenc 2000. 76-78.
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The Transylvanian pieces having the function of a Christmas carol
are thematically identical. Joseph and Mary are looking for a place to sleep, thus
they knock on the door of a rich blacksmith, who refuses them, saying that he
already has many guests. In the end the blind daughter of the blacksmith leads
them to a stable, where Jesus is born at midnight. Because of his heartlessness
Mary curses the blacksmith, but also blesses/heals the blind girl. This story
line is followed by the text of examples 1a, b, c.

A variant from Chiochis adds to the story a sequence from the type
Holy Mary, the goodness and cruelty of trees and animals, and only then

takes place the birth of Christ:

LefekiidtMatria,

A lovakjaszlaba.

A lovak mind nyeritettek,
NemnyugodtMéria.

FelkeltSziizMaria,
A lovakjaszldhoz.
ElmentSziizMariasirva,
Az b6krokjaszlaba.

LefekiidtMaria,

Az bkrékjaszlaba.

Az 6krok mind lefeklidtek,
Esszépenkéréztek.*

[Mary went to sleep]

[Into the manger of horses.]
[The horses were all neighing,]
[So, Mary could not rest.]

[Mary woke up]

[At the manger of horses.]
[She went crying]

[To the manger of oxen.]

[Mary went to sleep]

[Into the manger of oxen.]
[The oxen layed down,]
[Chewing the cud nicely.]

The performance of the informant from Camarasu misses the
sequence of curse/blessing, therefore the accent is on the presentation of

the great news, the birth of Jesus:

Ebredj, gazda, ébredj!

E jeleséjszakan.

Nézd meg mi van, kapudelétt,
Egyaranyalmafa.

Madarakrepdesik,
Angyalokhirdetik.
MegsziiletettistenFia,
A vilagMegvaltéja.®

[Wake up, master, wake up!]

[On this glorious night.]

[Look what's in front of your gate,]
[A golden apple tree.]

[Birds are singing,]
[Angels are claiming.]
[The Son of God is born,]
[Saviour of this world.]

4 Personal Archive: nr. 14e., Group, Chiochis, Bistrita—N&s&ud County, recorded by Gergely

Zoltan, 2012.

5 Personal Archive: nr.74j., Camarasu, Cluj County, Szabd (Tamasi) Anna 84, recorded by

Gergely Zoltan 2012.
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The melody of the song Karacsony estéjén / Elindult Maria [On Christmas
Night / Mary has Started her Journey] belongs to the new style type of melodies
with small ambitus. At Christmas it is one of the most frequently performed
carols on the Transylvanian Plain, so in my collection | have 16 items. The tonal
character of the melody is signalled by the sequence between the beginning of
the first and the second line, plus the turns of common chord break up.®

The most important differences between the melody variants are
illustrated by examples 1a, 7b and 7c. The general melody structure has
four lines: AABC, the cadence order is 1 (1) 2 1. The structural difference
is given by the repetition of the last line (7b, 7c), the difference of cadence
order is 2 degree at the second line (7c), and the starting motif of the third
line differs at variants 7a and 7b. At example 7c there is a difference in the
number of syllables of the second line (6 syllables), while in the third verse
there is a formal transformation, resulting in fact from the modified starting
motif of line A and line C. This form is not a unique variant, as it can be found in
other examples as well.

E.g. 1

1a.Elindult Maria [Mary has Started her Journey]

Giusto J = 85

El-ment a gaz - dag ko-vacs - hoz, Szal-last ke-rf - te - ni.

Feldioara, Cluj County, Siité Irma 62,
recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012.

1b. Elindult Maria

Glusto. =70
o] | , . [ |
] — & i I m
o w ’ — '
1.El-in - dult Ma - o - a Ka - rd- csony ¢ - s - ka,

|

=

I 1

ALY == ] ]
[y ' |
Ekindult,  hogy szal-last kér - jen, Egy paz-dap ko - vacshoz, FEgy par-dag ko - vicshoz.

Fizesu Gherlii, Cluj County, Lapohos Margit 69, Lapohos Zsigmond 72,
recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012.

6 MNTK I. 643-644. type IV (B)/139.; MNT Il. 619-622. nr. 459-461., note 1129.
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1c. Egy karacsony este [One Christmas Night]

Giusto s =54
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El-méne Mia-ri - a A gaz-dag ko - vdcs - hoz, Szil-last kér-ni 6 - le.

Buza, Cluj County, Eke (Simon) Maria 78, Czégér (Marha) llus 67,
recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012.

Example 2.

The ABCD structured, major hexachord scale carol Betlehemkisfalucskaba
[In the Small Village of Bethlehem]” — with an exception from Szabolcs County —
has been recorded in almost every Transylvanian settlement (the Transylvanian
Plain, Calata Region, Odorhei Region, Ciuc Region, Moldavia), as in the more
archaic villages it has been part of the Christmas repertoire up to our days.

Example number 2 is related to a medieval Christmas song called
Innatali Domini®, well known all over Europe, respectively to a 16" century
song, which was edited for the first time in 1744, and since then it can be
found in every edition of Reformed hymnals from Cluj, with the first line called
Mondjatok dicséretet [Praise].®

The melody variants used in folk practice have no written sources,
their survival is due to the preserving power of oral tradition. In the analysed
examples we can find a few essential modifications. In example 2a the first
line moving around the fifth note starts with a common chord break up,
while examples 2b—2e start with the third note. Furthermore, the cadence of the
first lines is not identical. As in some variants the structurally accentuated
note falls on the seventh syllable, and not on the eighth, the cadence is on

7 MNT Il. 653-654. nr. 519., 1135.; MNTK |. 598. IV(B)/ type 75.; Hungarian Academy of
Sciences Folk Music Typological System number: 18.497.0/1.

8 RMDT Il. 320. nr. 209., 598.; SZ-D-R I. 240. nr. F/9; SZ-D-R Il. 109-110. nr. F/9.; MNTK
1. 379. type I11(B)/39.; Dobszay Laszlé 2006. 119-120. nr. 349.

9 RMDT 1. 282. nr. 93., 643., SZ-D-R I. 52. nr. 1/93 sz., SZ-D-R Il. 24. nr. 1/93.; Péter Eva
2008. 72. nr. 15., 115-117. nr. 53.

270



SMALL AMBITUS — NEW STYLE CHRISTMAS CAROLS FROM THE TRANSYLVANIAN PLAIN

the 4t"degree, but in most of the variants the melody rises or descends on
the eighth syllable: within our examples on the eighth syllable the cadence
jumps onto the 5"degree (2b, 2c), or on the 4t"degree (2a, 2e), while in
most cases on the first one (2d, 29).

The text Betlehem kis falucskaban [In the Small Village of Bethlehem]
was included in the Catholic religion textbooks at the beginning of the 20"
century, and the melody was learnt by ear. According to Istvan Volly, the author
of the text was probably Adolf Mohl, a priest, poet and historian from Gyér,
who was in fact the author of several Christmas plays.'® The melody is known in
several regions of Transylvania with the same text, which presents the most
important events from the life of Christ: the story of his birth, the arrival of the
three wise men, Jesus as a teacher, the story of passion, the resurrection,
the ascending to heaven and the fulfilment of the Holy Spirit''. The related
Romanian melody variants are known all over Transylvania, and the variant
with the Romanian text (2c) was performed by a Hungarian informant,
although the text is not related to Christmas.?

E.g. 2
2a. Betlehemkisfalujaba
Giusto M= 117
o} — o~ = Y - | ’
o ] r—r— | Za—] 1 * ] ) — I
e 1 — ' 1 2 —_— 7
1. Bet-le-hem kis— fa-lu - jd- ba. Ka-ré-csony-kor €] - fé] - tij- ba.
) =] [ !
P4 | I - T ] I I 1 I I I I I N |
hyeer [ leje v ) 4 plad )t ]
1 "4 1 - 1 - - | 1
o 1 T ! | 4
Fi-0 Is - ten em-ber lel, Mind kis gver - mek  szii- le-teit.

Feldioara, Cluj County, SalakMagdus 58, recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012.

0 Volly Istvan 1982. 87-88. nr. 70-71., 279.; Moser Zoltan 1997. 102.

" See also Kriza lldikdo 1982. 120-123. lldikoKriza includes the carol Betlehem kis
falucskaban into the group of so-calledJesus-songs.

2 Bartok Béla 1935. nr. 121 a-m., among which nr. 121e is from the Transylvanian Plain;
Szenik llona — Bocsa, loan 2011. group V. G, subtype nr. 181-184; Medan, Virgil 1979.
170-171. nr. 49. According to the oral statement by llona Szenik the Romanians attach to
the variants of this melody type other lyrical or medieval ballad texts: A falbaépitett feleség
[The wife built in the wall], A megélt havasi pasztor (Miorita) [The murdered shepherd], A
halva taléalt menyasszony [The bride found dead]. The informant from Buza performing
example 12c learnt the Romanian song from her Romanian neighbour.
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2b. Betlehemkisfalujaba

Poco tubato & — cca 94
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1. Bet-le - hem kis  fa-lu-ja - ba, Ka-réesony - kor  &-fél-taj - ba,
) = b4 ~3=
/—_\}\1 b : K F 'k\' !
= i — i i
o —_— = | "1
Fi-0 Is - ten em - ber et Mind  kis gver - mek  szi-le - tetl

Buza, Cluj County, Eke (Simon) Maria 78, recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012.

2c¢. Pui, puigorii miei

Poco rubato ) = cea. 142

1. Pu-i, pu - i - so-rii mi - ei, Cand e - rati voi  mi-ti- tei,
h* : Ay | Lkl . *
2 I —
) = 1 g™ @ g |/ | o 4 =
e L Y I ¥

[o me-ream pe a-rd-tu - Tra, Sa  stran-geam_— s - m@nd - tu-ra.

Buza, Cluj County, Eke (Simon) Maria 78, recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012
2d. Betlehem kis falucskaba

Poco rubato &)= 150

0 2 | I\
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1. Betde-hem kis fa-lucs-ka - ba, Ka-ra - csony - kor éj- fél-taj - ban.

Fi-a Is - ten em - ber lett. Mind kis gyer-mek szii- le-tett.

Nuseni, Bistrita-Nasaud County, Kiss (Gergely) Rozalia 63,
recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012.
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2e. Betlehem kis falucskaba

Quasi giusto =120
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> T v 1
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’
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= | I = 1 I 1 i 1 il
Il = T Il = L] = T 3
TF = == 2
Fi-u Is - ten em-her lott, Mind kis gyer - mek  s7ii - lo-fett.

Feldioara, Cluj County, Siité Irma 62, recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2012.

Example 3.

The Christmas carol Hej, vigjuhaszok, csordasok'® [Hey, Merry
Shepherds and Herdsmen] — belonging to the small ambitus new style
melodies — is very popular; it has been recorded all over the Hungarian
language area. In many settlements of Hungary this song was one of the
most beloved pieces of the midnight mass, but it was also performed before
the mass from Christmas to January 6.4

In spite of the fact that the officially published hymnals had not been
popularizing this song in Transylvania, it was present in the 20" century
handwritten and published'® cantors’ hymnals, especially in the Catholic regions.
From the Transylvanian Plain we have only one recording, collected from the
village of Unguras'®. Most probably it was a cantor teacher'” who taught the
song to the locals, that is how it was included in the local Christmas repertoire.

3 MNTK I. 637-638. type IV(B)/128.; MNT II. 676-677. 558-559. ex., 1139—1141.; Barna Gabor
2009. 263-264. song nr. 121.; http://mek.oszk.hu/11400/11419/11419.pdf (2012. 09. 19):
Molnar Jozsef 1903. 452—453. song nr. 20.

4 Volly Istvan 1982. 100-101. (song nr. 91-93.), 288-299.

5 Hungarian Academy of Sciences Folk Music Typological System number: 18.518.0/1. In the
folder related to this number, on a file of a variant from Szolnok County we can read the
following: ,Ez a zének (szdveg és dallam) talalhaté: Enekeskdnyv a k. Katolikus hivek
hasznalatara. Oreg Mezey Janos és Mezey Istvan szerzeményeibdl sajto ala rendezte és
egyhazhatésagi jovahagyassal kiadja Mezey Istvan, kunszentmartoni kantor. Budapest,
Pesti kbnyvnyomda R. Tars. Metszésenyomasa 1913. Ez ének taldlhaté a 126. oldalon. 10 verse
van.” [This song (text and melody) can be found in: Hymnal for the use of Catholic believers.
From the works of Janos Mezey Sr. And Istvan Mezey it was prepared for editing and it is
published with the approval of the church by Istvan Mezey, cantor of Kunszentmarton. Budapest,
Pesti Press, 1913.]

16 The author’s collection, 2011.

7 The cantors’ book of Mezey from 1913 was published mainly for cantors, therefore we suppose
that it has been spread not only onthe Hungarian plain. Many of its songs have become
quite popular, thus these were popularized almost all over the Hungarian language area through
different Catholic hymnals or religious pulp literature. See: Barna Gabor 2009. 443—475.
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Besides its role within the Christmas mass, the song was recorded
mainly as part of the Christmas carols. If we took into consideration the
texts of the collected variants, we can see that most of them are related to
the winter holidays. Furthermore, other popular religious texts were
attached to the same melody"8.

E.g.3
3. Hej, vigjuhaszok, csordasok
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Unguras, Cluj County, KerekesAndras (Bandi) 72,
recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2011.

Example 4.

The repetitive AABA structured, major hexachord scale melody,
built of common chords, which touches the subvocal too in its first and
fourth line, shows similarities to the type IV(F)/360 of MNTK |."® The night
song from the Paloc region differs from the one from Unguras only by the
number of syllables and by structure, as in the A lines the number of
syllables grows to 13 through rhythm break up; line B repeats itself,
resulting an AABBA structure. The end of the lines, the melody and the
sequence structure from line B remain the same in both songs.

8Hungarian Academy of Sciences Folk Music Typological System number:: 18.518.0/1.
19 MNTK 1. 822. type IV(F)/360.
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The text reveals the harsh conditions of the birth of Jesus Christ in a
kind of sentimental style. Regarding the Transylvanian Plain we do not
know of other variants than the one from Unguras, and the informant has
probably learnt it from a book.?° According to Istvan Volly this song had
several functions: greeting, Christmas carol, but sometimes it was sung
also in church.?!

E.g. 4
4. Jézus agyan nincsen paplan [There is no Quilt on Jesus’ Bed]
Giusto » — 90
4 p— —
T ] P ]
o [

1. Jé-zus a-pydn nin-csen paplan, sir az ar - tat-lan,

g -3

o T — %
Nines pa-lo-ta ha nem nyugzik, bar-mok jasz - la - ba,
o] |
1 I Y 1 ]
| > )| r 2 ]
D e
Nin-csen par - nd - jg, szal-ma  uz A - gvd.
[ '_nj_: [ —

Ke-mény szal-ma gydn-ge tes-tét, ¢, mint rin-gat- ja,

Unguras, Cluj County, RétiRozélia 60, recorded by Gergely Zoltan, 2011.

Conclusion

There are four melodies included in the category called small
ambitus — new style. Two of them are still the most popular and well known
Christmas carols from the Transylvanian Plain. Regarding the carol called
Elindult Maria karacsony estéjén [Mary has Started her Journey on Christmas
Night] (example 1) | was able to identify 35 apparitions from the Transylvanian

20 From Calata Region we know of only one variant:
http://db.zti.hu/kallos/kallos.asp?VBSdbClickClass_1=VBSdbGoToGridRow&VBSdblndex
_1=1(2013. 09. 19.)

21 For other text and melody variants see Volly Istvan 1982. nr. 178-179., 195-197., 335,
the text variant from Chibed: Raduly Janos 1997. 133.
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Plain. The melody of the song Betlehem kis falucskaban [In the Small Village of
Bethlehem] (example 2), which is a type known all over Europe, and can be
found in the repertoire of both Hungarians and Romanians (15¢c Pui, puisorii
miei), is represented by 36 apparitions in the same region.

However, the songs Hej, vigjuhaszok, csordasok®? [Hey, Merry
Shepherds and Herdsmen] (example 3) and Jézus agyan nincsen paplan
[There is no Quilt on Jesus’ Bed] (example 4) were known only on a more
limited area, at Unguras.
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