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The aim and structure of the paper 

 

In my paper I undertook the task of an interdisciplinary – that is ethnographic and 

musicological – analysis of the Christmas carol singing, a custom still alive in the Hungarian 

communities of the Transylvanian Plain. While most of the ethnomusicologists were keen on 

analyzing mainly the tune material of the carols, by different musical points of view, the 

ethnographers were giving credit first of all to textual analyses, thus they were paying 

attention to the texts of the songs and greetings, to their content and motifs. I consider that an 

organic research, analysis and interpretation of tunes, texts and customs all in one can bring 

new results to the research of the carol singing in the Transylvanian Plain. My basic aim is to 

offer a more adequate image of the life and functions of the carol singing in the 20
th

 century in 

the Transylvanian Plain through the analysis of customs, texts and tunes living in local 

contexts and in continuous change. Within my research I was deliberately standing for 

revealing and describing in great detail how the structure, function, tune and textual repertoire 

of the custom had been changed in the second half of the 20
th

 century.  

 My dissertation includes five major structural units. In the first chapter I enlighten the 

possibilities and problems of the research, and after a history of the research of the given topic 

I present the sources that I have used. In the second chapter I present the points of view related 

to choosing the locations of research, on the other hand the questions and framework of 

methodology determining the research and analysis. The third chapter comes to offer a 

presentation of the continuous changes that have occurred in the structure of carol singing as a 

folk custom. Based on the interviews taken during fieldwork I try to present how these 

changes were influencing the Christmas song repertoire of the settlements of the 

Transylvanian Plain within 1945–1961, 1962–1989, and 1990–2013. In the fourth chapter I 

present the repertoire and knowledge of two outstanding specialists, namely Mária Maneszes 

(Tóth) from Suatu and Anna Hideg (Lakatos) from Fizeşu Gherlii. In the fifth chapter I try to 
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elaborate the tune and textual analysis of the Christmas carols from the Transylvanian Plain. 

Besides the proceeds of my fieldwork I use the results of those scholars, including the tunes 

and texts, who carried out similar collecting in the Transylvanian Plain. 

 My database of tunes and texts include 180 variants from publications or different 

archives, 113 Christmas carols collected by myself, and it is completed with 60 interviews 

taken in 19 different settlements, from 84 different persons. These texts and conversations 

reflect the most important changes in the life of the carol singing in the Transylvanian Plain 

during the 20
th

 century. Nevertheless I have built my PhD thesis on these basic sources. In the 

last three years (2010−2013) I have visited the following settlements of the Transylvanian 

Plain: Malin, Nuşeni, Unguraş, Buza, Uriu, Chiochiş, Bozieş, Pălatca, Suatu, Feldioara, 

Chesău, Strugureni, Fizeşu Gherlii, Cămăraşu, Sic, Sânmartin, Vaida-Cămăraş, Viţa, Vişea. I 

think that these 19 villages offer an appropriate representation of the northern, central and 

southern parts of the Transylvanian Plain, and my newer fieldwork from those parts are 

suitable for offering a more nuanced and representative image of the carol singing of this 

larger ethnographic region.  

 

Methodology and viewpoints of analyis  

 

I was trying to gather the information related to this custom mostly through non-structured 

conversations. At these occasions I was asking questions not only about the custom in that 

particular village, but also about the role it has played in the life of my informant, how it had 

been changing in his/her childhood or adult years, or during marriage, respectively how does 

he/she characterize and value the modification, the changing of the custom as an elder person. 

 My questionnaire regarding tunes and texts many times were having the role of 

memory refreshment for the informants. As these songs are in use only once a year, on the 24
th

 

of December, some of them were passed into the passive repertoire of some elder individuals. 

Therefore during fieldwork I was helping to remember these songs with humming the tune or 

reciting some part of the text. 

 The custom of Christmas carol singing was integrated into the customs of Christmas 

holiday, into their system and structure on the former counties of Transylvania as well. In this 
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chapter, based on the results of Péter Niedermüller, Ferenc Pozsony, and Kincső Verebélyi, I 

present the changing of the elements of the custom (persons, texts, acoustic signs, visual 

codes, object signs, body, plants, animals, kinetic codes, usage of time and space) in the 

villages of the Transylvanian Plain between 1945 and 2013. 

 In the next stage of my research I am working up the collected material, offering a sum 

up and systematization. In the process of writing down and publishing the texts I was 

following the rules given by Vilmos Voight and Lajos Balogh. In these texts of the songs and 

in the interviews I was trying to reflect precisely the specificities of the Hungarian dialect of 

the Transylvanian Plain. Noting down the tunes I was following the rules of Bartók–Kodály, 

by g1 ending. I was including the carols into a given cathegory of style by the results of the 

research of Hungarian folk music and religious folk songs. 

 In the case of the Christmas songs originated in the religious folk songs I offer first of 

all a textual analysis of the content, respectively a categorization by content. In the typology of 

the texts of popular origin I took into consideration the viewpoints of several scholars, but I 

followed mainly the system used by Monica Brătulescu and Ferenc Pozsony. The types of 

texts used in the interpretation were defined by the themes, key motifs, motifs and motif-series 

of the songs’ texts. During the analysis of the common textual motifs of both Hungarian and 

Romanian songs I was using also the works of Tekla Dömötör, Zsuzsanna Erdélyi, József 

Faragó, and Ildikó Kríza.  

 

Conclusions 

 

The work migration to the nearby cities or to far away countries gradually resulted that 

in the Transylvanian Plain, similarly to other regions, the disintegration of the local 

communities was started, the process of individualization was fulfilled, the family relations 

were  come loose. As a result of all these, Christmas has become more like the frame, the 

occasion for the family members to meet, so its importance as a family event spent near the 

Christmas tree, in intimate manner has become its greatest value. All these led to the fact that 

on the 24
th

 of December the adults find it more and more difficult to go to the neighbours’ 

door or to undertake the custom of going from house to house with the Christmas carol. 
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 Mária Maneszes Tóth from Suatu and Anna Hideg Lakatos from Fizeşu Gherlii are 

two informants who in their adulthood knew all the Hungarian Christmas songs from their 

native village. With their help I was able to outline how the individuals took part in the 

Christmas carol singing from childhood to the elder age, how they continuously enrich their 

repertoire, than in the elder age how regression starts, and how the weakening of memory, 

forgetting and the expelling from the communal customs influenced their repertoire, so the 

once well known and beloved Christmas songs were retreated into their passive knowledge. 

 In the structure of the carols from the Transylvanian Plain survived an old material of 

tunes and texts. The origin of some songs dates back as far as the 16
th

 century, and from that 

period to the 19
th

 century the set of songs had been enriched with more and more tunes. In the 

material collected by myself I was able to identify the following style groups: A. Mourning 

style, B. Small range – old style, C. Variants of the songs from the hymnals (16
th

 – 18
th

 

centuries), D. Small range – new style, E. Songs popularized by school books, F. Songs of the 

19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries. 

 As in this region Hungarians have been living in vicinity of Romanians and Gypsies 

for centuries, the natural economic, social, religious and cultural relations and gradual 

passages of everyday life or of the holidays resulted that similarly to other layers of local 

culture (e.g. material culture, folk music, folk dance), in the Hungarian Christmas carols can 

be identified numerous Romanian elements and influences (tune, element, motif, text). 

 The textual material of the Christmas songs from the Transylvanian Plain is quite 

varied both in content and in genre. While some texts describe the story and conditions of 

Christ’s birth and looking for lodging, others emphasize the dogmatic content of Christmas. I 

have to mention that the textual variants dealing with the birth of Jesus, respectively the 

passion of Christ are frequent in this region and some of their elements present similarities and 

are related to the motifs of our most archaic apocryphal folk prayers. In the texts of the songs 

with popular origin there are some elements of genre which can be related to the medieval 

apparition-poetry, and in the same time they contain numerous motifs and symbols of archaic 

prayers, chants, and lullabies. 

 One important and specific characteristic of the Christmas songs of the Transylvanian 

Plain lies exactly in the specific relation between text and tune. Because contra-fracture and 
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“ad notam” practice, some tunes can be found with several different texts. For example, in the 

case of tune type nr 4 there are four different types of texts and a Gypsy text as well. 

 The analysis shows that the old songs are known mostly to the members of the elder 

generation; however there are some pieces which are retreated into the passive repertoire even 

in the case of the elders. I have to mention that even if the written or printed forms still have 

their role in the learning, remembering and singing of Christmas songs, the learning of new 

tunes or the passing of the old ones to the new generation happens by the well-known oral 

tradition and not with the help of music sheets.  
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