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ABSTRACT 

 

Argument 

Lately, due to the loss of the magical significance and, implicitly, of some of the 

functions of popular customs, the place where the latter occur has become the stage. “The 

change in popular mentality has led to the shift in emphasis, from the magical and ritualistic, 

elements that have never lacked in the conscience of performers, to the spectacular.”1 Given 

my research interests, chiefly directed towards traditional carols, as well as my profession (as 

a lyric artist at the Transylvania State Philharmonic), it becomes natural that I examine, most 

of all, their adoption by choral music. In terms of works, I have mostly focused on the more 

complex creations, whilst discarding those where the musical verse repeats itself without 

modifications, exhibiting no more than different wording, and have eventually selected the 

pieces Mă luai, luai (You held me, held me), by Tudor Jarda, Noi umblăm să colindăm (We are 

going carolling), by Dan Variu and Colindă-baladă (A ballad-carol), by György Kurtág. 

 

Chapter I. Myths and carolling – interference and correspondence 

Of all the occasional customs, carolling is the most significant, due to the fact that the 

entire village community takes part in it, as well as to the ceremonies and gleam that accompany 

it, while being the richest in terms of artistic productions. The holiday is tied to the moment 

when man turned, with regard to occupation, from hunter to farmer, becoming aware of the 

effect of the Winter solstice and natural factors on crop productivity. Romanians celebrated a 

cycle of holidays amid the Winter solstice, such as the January Calends, of which some 

practices have been preserved in carolling. In the 4th century AD, the Holiday of the Birth of 

Jesus Christ was moved to the 25th of December, thus overlapping with already existing 

celebrations. The secular, pre-Christian elements, have nonetheless been kept at the level of 

both the themes of the carols, and their function. 

The Romanian carol is marked by great unity in conducting the custom, as well as 

considerable diversity in terms of themes and musical typology. 

Most carols present the ideal of the householder peasant and his family, for the year 

to come. The custom of carolling comprises clearly-established steps, acting as genuine laws in 

the life of the community. The group of carollers has its own statute and rules, usually 
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comprising men aged 17-26, who go carolling all across the village. 

The myth is also endowed with various meanings, depending on the historical and 

sociological context, its addressability, and the opinions of those who have defined it. It has 

provided, since ancient times, an alternative to the material, the incontestable and the human 

thought pertaining to existence. 

By imagining an axis that originates in symbol and reaches religion while passing 

through myth, rituals and beliefs, the role of the myth is that of explaining symbols (things, 

objects, phenomena etc.), while endowing them with particular importance. The explanations 

are non-scientific, but combine cognitive elements with fables and accumulated tradition. 

One category of myths depicted in the lyrics of Romanian carols are initiation rites, 

serving a magical or sacred role, through which individuals within the community pass from 

the state of beginners to that of full members. The most common themes are: Miorița (also 

known as the carol of the shepherd, dealing with the way the shepherd sees the continuation of 

his own existence after his imminent demise, which he does nothing to prevent), Mă luai, luai 

(You held me, held me, depicting a popular variant of the myth of the incubus, with a moralising 

role, telling the tragic fate of a young female harvester), Meșterul Manole (Master Manole, also 

named the masons’ carol, with a variable number of masons or masters erecting a wall, failing 

to mention the type of construction it is part of, which once again takes us to the act of creation 

that truly matters (and not its end product), and The wedding of siblings (the tale of a young 

man, sometimes portraying the Sun, wishing to wed his sister, whom he sole deems appropriate, 

which, given the veiled refusal of the latter, who loves him like a brother, carves the fate of the 

two). 

Other subjects included in this category, with lesser occurrence in their carol versions, 

are: the carol of stags (brothers turned into stags), two stars – two sisters,2 the birth from stone3 

and the lad cursed by his mother (Carol of the snake). 

 

Chapter II. Mă luai, luai (You held me, held me), by Tudor Jarda, a 

chorus arrangement model in folkloric style 

A prominent personality of the Transylvanian music school, Tudor Jarda, had numerous 

contributions to the Romanian music life. His multidimensional, panoramic view on music 

enabled him to develop his own composition style. The lyrics he used are authentic, gathered 
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directly on the field, marked by “simple, reduced, genuine forms”,4 composed of pyrrhic 

metrical feet, with the stress on the first syllable. 

In the adaptations of traditional carols for choir, one of the main composition techniques 

used is imitation, also justified by its occurrence in carolling, through antiphonal singing. At 

the harmonic level, one of the procedures he frequently used is the pedal note, which Jarda 

regards as “the simplest harmonic procedure”.5 The sound structures used by the composer are 

determined by the modal belonging of the respective song, the specific cadences of that 

particular mode or the typical melodic patterns. The agogic is minimal, and the shifts in tempo 

that appear are determined either by a recitative fragment, or by aesthetic considerations (for 

instance, ritardando at the end of the piece), or by the need to emphasise a word or sentence in 

the text. The tempo, much like in carols, is generally medium-alert, with the exception of Mă 

luai, luai, where it is slow. 

The carol Mă luai, luai has a unitary structure, with clear patterns and a multitude of 

variants, as it is invariably composed of 4 melodic rows, most often in an ABCD sequence; the 

occurrence of the refrain is sporadic. 

In Jarda’s version, the folkloric passage is encountered throughout the piece, as in each 

verse one of the female voices interprets it without any variation. However, every verse is 

processed differently, by using the pedal note in perfect fifths, the rhythmic pedal note, then the 

imitation, after which, following the climax point (the 6th verse), we have the same procedures, 

in reverse order and in a compressed form. The text utilised is wholly folkloric, telling of a 

young girl that goes harvesting, every time on a Thursday morning, and who is loved by a young 

shepherd, an event that eventually leads to her death. Within the 71 variants studied, 54 are of 

minor stance and 17 of major stance. The rhythmic system is giusto syllabic bichronic, with 

values of fourth and eighth, metrically fitted into a 2+3+3 structure (pyrrhic + trochee + 

trochee). 

The piece has an strophic form, with an introduction and a coda, with the tempo 

unchanged until the end (Lento). The dynamics have a circular structure, starting and ending in 

piano pianissimo, a technique that evokes the carollers approaching and then moving away. At 

the timbral level, the option for a mixed choir on 4 voices is consistent with the choice of most 

composers that write pieces for choir. 
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Tudor Jarda, being very familiar with the folklore, thoroughly uses elements of folkloric 

musical language, whilst altering them only to the extent that they fit into the new musical 

landscape, and amplifying or diminishing them only inasmuch as they preserve their traditional 

features. 

 

Chapter III. Noi umblăm să colindăm (We are going carolling), by 

Dan Variu 

The carol Miorița, known in Transylvania by the name Colinda păcurarilor (The carol 

of the shepherds) or Pă munții cei mari (On the high mountains), is a carol whose epic thread 

essentially tells of three shepherds, two of whom “agree” to murder the third. 

Starting from Alecsandri’s version, Adrian Fochi divides Miorița into 18 thematic 

elements,6 as follows: place of action, time of action, plot characters, shepherds’ decision, 

reason for the decision, the enchanted sheep, the shepherd’s question, the discovery of the 

shepherds’ plot (and advice from the sheep), the shepherd’s answer, place of burial, objects 

buried along with the shepherd, missing the sheep, allegory of death (wedding), the shepherd’s 

apotheosis, the meeting with the elderly mother, the shepherd’s portrait, the Mioritic wedding 

(restating the allegory of death), and the bridal setting (restating the apotheosis). In the 

Transylvanian version of the carol Miorița, some of the abovementioned elements are missing, 

while others appear in their place. 

The poetic procedures are manifold, as the text abounds in connotations, sometimes 

endowed with a moralising effect, or with an attitude of resignation and acceptance of human 

destiny, some evident, whilst others with a meaning that has been lost. The Mioritic theme has 

been, ever since it was noted by Alecsandri, a favourite topic in Romanian folkloric, literary 

and philosophical circles, a preference which later extended to composers as well. 

Dan Variu, a young composer living in Cluj, lays the foundations for his creation in a 

carol retrieved by Béla Bartók in 1913 in Grădiște, Hunedoara. The carol Pă cel plai de munte 

(On that mountainous field), serving as his inspiration, is composed of four melodic rows, 

grouped according to the A+BAv(ref)Bv pattern. The A+ row is octosyllabic, due to the addition 

of the disyllabic support refrain Doamne (Lord). The other three melodic rows are tripodic 

hexasyllabic. 

The drafting of the song Noi umblăm să colindăm (We are going carolling) was 
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prompted by the intention of the composer to create a sound frame of Christmas holidays at 

present, with their specific repertoire and the negative influences occurring over the last 

decades, thus drawing the public’s attention to this phenomenon. 

The first section of the song relies on the folkloric quotation, occurring in various 

interpretative structures, with an accompaniment based on ison, pedal notes in fifths, and the 

relations utilised are of the plagal type. 

The second section uses a tonal-functional language, moving away from the folkloric 

root; the tonality traits appear gradually, at the level of all elements of musical language. 

The third section relies on elements of musical language from the area of jazz music. 

Specific techniques are used, such as walking bass, the imitation of instruments with the help 

of voices, or backing vocals, to accompany female singers. 

In the final section, the composer returns to the initial atmosphere, by restating the same 

compositional procedures (unison, pedal, pedal note in fifths). Nevertheless, several changes 

occur, both structurally and aesthetically: the evolution if marked, while the succession of 

elements accompanying the carol melody is more fast-paced.  

The song Noi umblăm să colindăm brings new momentum to the realm of choir 

adaptations of traditional carols. Both the quasi-programmatic component – a warning about 

the contemporary evolution of traditions, and the technical innovations pertaining to the 

structure of the ensemble and place of performance, give it an original, interesting character. 

 

Chapter IV. Colindă-Baladă (A ballad-carol), by György Kurtág 

The composer György Kurtág was born in Lugoj, in 1926, and later emigrated to 

Hungary, only to eventually settle in Paris, where he would return after brief stays in Germany 

and the Netherlands. His musical personality was influenced by all of these locations, as in his 

works he emphasises Romanian folklore, Hungarian spirituality and modern French 

composition techniques. 

In his work, Colindă-baladă, the composer seeks inspiration from a carol retrieved by 

Bartók in 1913, in Hunedoara County. Its epic thread reveals a story of impossible love. It is 

about the Sun, long seeking a spouse across the world, and reaching the conclusion that the only 

one that would be suitable for him is his own sister. Since the latter loves him like a brother, 

she attempts to thwart this plan by different means. She eventually succeeds, using a ruse, but 

at the cost of their perpetual separation. 

The original carol is from the book Melodien der Rumänischen Colinde – 



Weinachtslieder, published by Bartók in 1935. The melody is simple, with few variations 

amongst the melodic rows, which are connected at various levels (melodic cells, rhythm, 

cadences). The refrain is regular, as it is present in each verse, on the same melodic row (the 

third), itself connected, in terms of musical content, to the other melodic rows. 

The composer cites the carol retrieved by Bartók only at the beginning of his paper, but 

keeps the melodic traits of that carol throughout the text, by means of intervals, rhythm and 

character (one exception being the dialogue between the Sun and his sister). Kurtág confessed 

the following: “I make use of the folk song: the piece begins like an arrangement and I gradually 

move away from it. Later on, I use an entirely different material. When Ana the Fairy addresses 

her brother […] the folk song returns and then the music continues on its way.”7 

The rhythmic structure of the carol Plecat-o, plecatu (Departed, departed), from which 

Kurtág’s piece starts, is simple, as it includes a row of eighths, grouped around two binary 

structures (2+2 etc.). These structures, in groups of three, form the tripodic verse. Starting from 

this, Kurtág develops a series of variants, an endeavour accomplished through the use of several 

methods. The successive change in measures is determined by the composer’s wish to preserve, 

through the rhythmic structures he uses, the natural fluency of text pronunciation. As a result, 

we have a particularly authentic and undistorted rhythmic discourse.  

From the standpoint of structure, it is apparent and predictable that the composer 

intended to separate the sections of the piece in accordance with the moments of the literary 

subject of the text, which is indeed a logical approach, albeit the composer endows each section 

with particular musical personality. 

The vertical structure of Colindă-baladă exhibits a secondary interest of the composer, 

as it is subordinated to melody. Amongst the techniques utilised, one finds heterophony, or 

Klangfarbenmelodie. In most fragments, Kurtág uses chords that are prompted by so-called 

“distance scales”8, with the 1:3 variant preferred by the composer (a scale constructed by 

successions of 1, respectively 3 semitones).  

Largely preoccupied with the expressive nature of the text, Kurtág places great emphasis 

on musical dynamics, with an equal amount of thoroughness with respect to tempo. 

Nevertheless, character indications are prevalent, as in most cases the shift in tempo depends 

on the latter. The interpretative apparatus is composed of a double mixed choir, a solo tenor and 
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9 instrumentalists. The differentiation in timbre is of paramount importance, as the characters’ 

identification relies on types of voices. The special, out-of-the-ordinary case, namely the Sun, 

is portrayed by the solo tenor, while Ana, depicting tradition, the spirit of the community, the 

natural and normalcy, hence a common character, is interpreted by the female choir. 

Even though few indications pertain to the colour of interpretation, such as scuro, 

aperto, parlato etc., this often becomes apparent from the character indications: misterioso, 

pesante, almost hushed, mormorando, delicatissimo etc., which the composer abundantly 

resorts to. 

Kurtág said that Bartòk’s works, particularly Cantata Profana and Music for strings, 

percussion and celesta, had greatly influenced him, although “that does not mean that the 

influence came through in my own compositions9”. However, Bartók’s influence, mainly 

through Cantata profana, prevails at various levels within Colindă-baladă. 

In his work Colindă-baladă, György Kurtág emphasises, in a balance that strives for 

perfection, his childhood memories, set in a locality from Banat, a mythological topic of 

traditional Romanian carols, his ideas on the different aspects of love, all of which are filtered 

through his own talent, vast cultural background and musical experience, accumulated 

throughout his lifetime. 

 

Conclusions   

Following the analysis of these three works, several conclusions emerge: the traits of 

the traditional carol are clearly noticeable in the choral pieces we have identified; the 

endeavour of transposing the carol into such works is beneficial to preserving the traditional 

Romanian cultural identity, as well as for increasing the national and international visibility 

of such values. Through the folkloric quotation, the composer offers the audience the model 

one started from, whilst also endowing the work with a documentary role. 

At the personal level, this research has enabled me to create a more natural bond between 

my activity as a researcher and that as a performer. I have discovered that, in order to overcome 

the level of merely rendering a piece, so as to become its interpreting artist, it is necessary 

to gain thorough knowledge of the artistic message and premises that have led to the creation 

of that piece. 
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