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1. Motives of topic choice 

 

As a rehearsal pianist and coach at the Hungarian State Opera House and the Staatstheater 

Augsburg, my primary focus is opera and musical theater. I am constantly given the 

opportunity to work on new pieces and take an active part in preparing and performing them. 

Though I have considerable experience with contemporary opera, it is almost impossible to 

have a comprehensive view of the whole genre due to the overwhelmingly large repertoire. 

Based on my subjective impressions, however, I have developed an understanding of some 

main trends, which has led me to the idea of choosing and analyzing a piece of Hungarian 

contemporary opera – an area that has not yet been studied extensively – as the subject of my 

dissertation.  

My choice fell on Levente Gyöngyösi's opera: The Stork Calif. I first encountered the 

piece in the 2016/2017 season, when the Hungarian National Opera performed it in a concert 

performance as part of the “MagyarFest” (Hungarian Contemporary Music Festival). That 

same year I got the opportunity to coach almost every role and play for the musical rehearsals 

of Gyöngyösi's second opera/musical, The Master and Margarita. I was immediately 

captivated by the exciting diversity of the work as well as the composer's extremely complex 

yet very melodic and accessible musical language. Unlike his revolutionary predecessors of the 

previous decades, his tone can be characterized as a return to the post-romanticism of the Art 

Nouveau era. 

 

2. Purpose  

 

In addition to the new avant-garde trends of the three internationally well-known giants of 

Hungarian contemporary music: György Ligeti, György Kurtág and Péter Eötvös, we can find 

another, rather classical way of musical thinking in Hungary based on hundreds of years of 

tradition and well-known styles of music history and popular genres that emphasize natural 
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tonality and melodicism. In my dissertation I aim to explore how Gyöngyösi's opera and its 

compositional principles, including neotonality and eclecticism, fit into the main trends of 

Hungarian contemporary music, and to which extent they follow classical traditions. In the 

main part of my work, I will place Gyöngyösi's oeuvre and his compositional style in a broader 

contemporary musical context. Furthermore, I will provide a detailed harmonic analysis of the 

musical language, style, and tools of The Stork Calif. 

 

3. Methods  

 

Contemporary Hungarian music, mainly the art of Ligeti, Kurtág and Eötvös, attracts more and 

more musicologists. Dissertations, articles, and analyses about their works appear not only in 

Hungarian but also in English, French and German. On the other hand, literature on 

contemporary Hungarian opera is rare to find and no monographic study has yet been published 

on Levente Gyöngyösi. As written material I could primarily rely on reviews, newspaper 

articles, and interviews related to his works, mainly published online in electronic form. The 

literature related to his contemporaries and predecessors also provided a starting point, which 

helped me to place the chosen work in a broader context. Furthermore, during the preparation 

of my dissertation, I consulted with the composer himself and with the members of the creative 

staff of The Stork Calif about the musical language of the opera and its creation. However, the 

main part of my work is my thorough analysis of the opera itself.  

 

4. Results 

 

The avant-garde trends and the decomposition of tonality have unwillingly caused an alienation 

of audiences resulting in a decreasing number of people who genuinely understand and love 

classical music. Additionally, it is challenging to convert new advocates to the ideals of modern 

music, especially if they find comfort in a more conservative musical experience. A perfectly 

constructed musical system (e.g. dodecaphony) makes no sense if the listener is unable to 

connect to it emotionally. According to Levente Gyöngyösi, the scientific and non-musical 

nature of the “Darmstadt School” displeases many people. During our conversations, he 

claimed that music consists of two important parameters: instinct and intellectuality. If these 

two criteria are not in alignment with one another, the essence of the music is damaged. Turning 

away from natural musical processes and tonality creates a sense of disintegration, which will 

inevitably lead to relapse. As a counter-effect of over-intellectualization, a so-called neotonal 
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trend was created with the idea of returning to principles from the past. The members of the 

“Group of Four” are György Orbán, György Selmeczi, János Vajda and Miklós Csemiczky. 

They not only have a fruitful personal relationship with each other, but they also share a 

common approach to composition.  

Gyöngyösi's self-defined ars poetica and attitude clearly connect him to this group of 

composers: the references to well-known musical styles, the continuation of classical opera 

traditions, the primary role of vocality, the dominance of compositions for chorus and voice, 

as well as the integration of elements from popular music are in common with the composers 

mentioned above. Gyöngyösi's traditional harmonic language incorporates countless musical 

styles, among which he moves with the greatest ease. He brings popular music into his works 

by combining them with the traditions and complexity of classical music: in his operas the 

popular and classical sections merge and become equal. The composer’s second operatic work 

The Master and Margarita, already classified as an opera/musical, is an example of the blurring 

between different styles, overstepping the boundaries between classical and popular music. 

Gyöngyösi himself considers The Master and Margarita to be his most important and 

exciting work. This hybrid work is an interesting experiment: a mixture of opera, musical and 

rock opera. The piece is full of musical and stylistic references that function together in 

complete unity, e.g., folk songs, Soviet revolutionary songs, swing, boogie-woogie, film music 

and klezmer music. Besides these references, Mozartian features, and the elements of rock 

music are the most prominent throughout the piece. These two poles also function 

dramaturgically: in the plot set in the 1930s in Moscow, rock music – associated with Woland’s 

character – is a symbol of freedom, while Master and Margarita embody purity, innocence, and 

sincerity.  

The Stork Calif is undoubtedly a work of a young composer who generously dominates 

and uses the styles of different musical eras with playful ease. The work received a highly 

positive reception from both critics and audience. Several people pointed out that they did not 

yet detect the composer's original voice in the plethora of musical styles that he used. However, 

conductor Gábor Hollerung, who presented many of Gyöngyösi's works and commissioned 

new pieces from him, has a different opinion. He believes Levente Gyöngyösi is the 

personification of the “collective memory”. In other words, "he is a composer, who, in his 

works, incorporates elements that have become part of the universal public consciousness over 

centuries. When we hear his music, we feel like that we already know it from somewhere. This 

mechanism appeared in the second half of the 20th century”, says Hollerung.  
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According to Gyöngyösi, the art of Mozart, Verdi and Bartók had the greatest influence 

on the development of his own compositional style and the musical language of The Stork 

Calif. The structure of his ensembles and finales recalls the dramaturgy of Mozart and Verdi.  

Additionally, Gyöngyösi gives each character his or her own musical stamp to portray 

his characters, as Mozart did for the Queen of the Night, Don Giovanni and Papageno, or 

Bartók achieved with his “music of the night” and “barbaro” tone. Additionally, the composer 

uses polymodal chromaticism, seemingly in a completely subconscious way, as he has never 

mentioned it during our conversations. Gyöngyösi considers his opera to be more of an 

instinctive piece, but at the same time he consciously utilizes many compositional techniques 

in it: the consistent motivic editing, the use of different musical languages and the clearly 

designed features of the characters reveal thorough planning.  

Opposites run throughout the work: ideal and distorted, dream and reality, good and 

bad. Elemér embodies the good side, the idyllic and problem-free world, which is shown by 

evoking Mozart's music as well as using baroque elements: melodic, cheerful major chords, 

coloratura passages, rhythm figurations that are passed through different sections of the 

orchestra. Elemér’s alterego Inas (the Servant) is the opposite of this optimistic and positive 

world. His reality appears with Bartók's grotesque, fragmented, and mechanical effects. The 

instrumentation of the two contrasting dimensions is also significantly different: while the 

accompaniment in Elemér’s music is featured by a typical Mozartian orchestra (two oboes, two 

bassoons, two horns, two trumpets, timpani, and strings), the Servant’s parts are introduced by 

brass, various percussion instruments and electronic instruments. Both musical worlds generate 

leading motifs throughout the entire opera, which Gyöngyösi uses as a construction tool to 

build up the different scenes. In addition to the style of the three composers mentioned above, 

he also prefers implementing typical elements of beat music. 

Above all, Levente Gyöngyösi admires and knows Mozart's oeuvre the best. Both of 

his theatrical compositions include Mozartian influences in their rhythmical structure, 

organization of tempi, and dramatic construction, especially in the finales.  

The influence of Bartók – in addition to that of Mozart – dominates The Stork Calif. 

The work is full of Bartók’s typical characteristics. The main motif of the Servant is already 

featured in the Prelude: this sharp, aggressive musical material is unmistakably inspired by 

Bartók’s barbaro music, and its set of sounds is reminiscent of the 1-5 modal scale. After 

Elemér's idyllic world, the Servant’s music bursts in unexpectedly and sets the tone for the next 

scene. The innocent sound of the Mozart orchestra here is replaced by brutality and the melodic 

materials change to loud and percussion-like effects. Furthermore, the consistent use of 



 
 

6 

polymodal chromaticism is a characteristic of the Servent’s lyrical, dream-related appearances. 

Most obvious is the reference to the sex scene that enlivens the chase of The Miraculous 

Mandarin. 

Verdi's influence shines through mostly in the large musical ensembles and in the 

dramaturgical structure of certain scenes. In contrast to the Mozartian model, Verdi's sections 

do not develop gradually, but rather by sudden dramatic outbursts. The Verdi-like scenes begin 

restrained with a substantial amount of tension, then the drama explodes with elemental force 

without any transition. In these outbursts, simple musical material and brief motifs are repeated 

constantly. In addition to the mentioned musical and motivic characteristics, the structure also 

recalls the style of the mature Verdi (Otello, Falstaff); the overlapping scenes are parts of one 

whole musical movement of the entire act. In the second half of the opera Gyöngyösi embed 

the musical material into a more solid structure by inserting short arias and chansons in the 

piece. Thus, the final version of the work includes brief numbers within each larger unit, which 

are more typical in the closed number systems of Mozart's operas.  

In addition to the legacy of the three mentioned composers, beat music also has a deep 

influence on the musical language of The Stork Calif. Gyöngyösi was introduced to the songs 

of the Hugarian “Illés” music band in his childhood years in Cluj-Napoca. At the beginning of 

the song “Keresem a szót” one can hear the emblematic progression of perfect major chords on 

the seventh, fourth and first scale degrees, which is one of the most typical harmonic series of 

beat music. This harmonic progression is closely associated to the most positive themes. In The 

Stork Calif, it is used to depict the love and passion of Etelka. It is “a miracle, the positive 

human thinking and beauty itself. Popular music is the exact opposite of the cold and 

emotionless logic of modern music. There is amazing energy in these three chords. No wonder 

so many kids want to be rock musicians." says Gyöngyösi.  

The main conclusion of my dissertation is that while Ligeti, Kurtág and Eötvös seek 

unknown, new paths with their art and continue along the lines of modernity, Gyöngyösi – as 

a follower of Orbán, Selmeczi, Vajda and Csemiczky – returns to the ground of common taste 

and traditions. At the same time, the representatives of both directions see themselves as 

instinctive creators. In my observation, both the innovative avant-garde and the neotonal 

compositional trends have their place and audience; both enrich the extraordinary diversity of 

the contemporary music palette.   
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