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This current study aims to investigate the 20th-century 
Hungarian comic operas using the term of middlebrow culture. 
Specifically, my question is whereas the success of the genre is 
due to its generic origins, given the fact that it proceeds from 
the Hungarian folk-play and operetta, additionally its local and 
cultural traditions. My research paper purposes to examine how 
those genres became part of the middlebrow culture and I also 
give an analysis of the opera entitled Wedding at Carnival 
(1924). In the structure of the libretto and its particular 
Hungarian comic opera, we could identify many folk-plays’ and 
operettas’ patterns and genre traditions.  

 
Introduction: The Fading and Merging Generic Border 
between Hungarian Comic Opera, Folk-Play and 
Operetta 
 
Theatre and music historians agree upon the generic opposition 
between opera and operetta (e.g. Hanák, 1997; Traubner, 
2003; Crittenden, 2006; Abbate & Parker, 2012; Mordden, 
2013; Kenrick, 2017). Meanwhile these comic operas operate 
with several generic traditions of the Hungarian operettas and 
folk-plays that is the reason why the generic borders fade and 
merge in the case of these three theatrical genres. Both the 
time and place of their emergence differs and even their 
origins; however, they function as each other’s allies in the 
stone theatres of Pest-Buda that are specialized for musical 
productions. Although their popularity is unarguable, and it can 
be seen that the same process is happening in the genres that 
                                                 
1 This current study is a part of my research project, in which I examine the 20th century 
Hungarian comic opera’s generic hybridization in four plays.  
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are being examined. The following process can be seen: the 
creation of a genre, which rules the musical theatre at the time 
and place of its creation, then the theatrical directors adapt the 
successful pieces for their native theatres. On the other hand, 
there is another option: a new independent genre is born 
immediately that is based on the traditions of their previous or 
related genre and the foreign paradigm system becomes 
outdated and at the same time the given genre’s Hungarian 
version is born.  

During my studies I have compared the folk-play with 
operetta and the opera with operetta several times. It is known 
that only a few studies have focussed on the first comparison, 
and they usually explain the importance of drawing the generic 
boundaries with the transformation of the music’s role and 
function. In this paper I will not try to explore the music history 
of the Hungarian folk-play, but Dénes Tóth outlines that in his 
study (1930), arguing for the homogenous musical culture is 
not present:  

“the Hungarian intellectual life rejuvenated in the second half of the 
18th century, but in our culture and its rinascimento considering 
musicality only meant its nascimento. Here we are not speaking 
about a restart or catching up. […] Throughout our history, there is 
no other musical life that would be so comprehensive, uniting forces 
[…]” (Tóth, 1930:4). 

 
Up to this day the musical and theatre researchers’ 

comparison can be considered to be the dominant one, 
regarding opera and operetta. I have used the simplest 
grouping system (Crittenden’s table) in my previous operetta-
history studies. This table illustrates well in this case too the 
similarities and differences between the two genres (Crittenden, 
2006:10). This differentiation helps to prove my hypothesis, 
because the datas listed in the table are oversimplified; 
however, later on Crittenden comments on Offenbach’s 
emergence and the adaptation of theatrical schemes in 
Viennese operettas. Crittenden states that operettas are locally 
popular, while operas can be successful even internationally 
(Crittenden, 2006:10). Thinking about the eras of operetta-
history or about the beginnings of playing the operettas in the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire; then it reveals that operettas can be 
popular internationally after all; since the first plays we 
encounter in Vienna and Pest-Buda’s theatre stages (Batta, 
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1992; Bozó, 2013). Crittenden has written that the greatest 
difference between the genres is that they are played in 
theatres with different statuses (Crittenden, 2006:10). 
Operettas are played in theatres that are far away from political 
centres, while operas were connected to the aristocratic court, 
and now are connected to the political authority’s centre.  

Nevertheless, at the beginning the border could be easily 
drawn, after the political power shift, it has become 
transparent. It has also become problematic to compare 
popular music with artistic music or simple melodies with 
complex musicality based on harmony, because both genres 
are the products of the middle class, and are made for the 
middle class, at least at the 20th century’s Hungarian speaking 
area, so there are no significant differences between opera and 
operetta. Further comparing points of the two genres are: the 
plot, the amount of freedom (whether the composer or the 
performers have more freedom), the audience (whether it is 
comprehensible for wider audience or just a certain layer of 
people), the female characters (which parts are dominant). 
Regarding themes, they could be based on legends, myths or 
historical facts. 

It is well-known that the structure of the folk-play is created 
in a way that it pleases the middle-class, therefore thematically 
it is diverse, just like the other two genres - opera and 
operetta. Traditionally folk-plays can be categorized in such a 
manner: idyllic folk-play, historical folk-play, ethnographical 
folk-play or folk-play that poses a problem (for instance 
comparing social classes, or the issues of the failed woman) 
(Ember, 1934:50-77). In her study Gizella Cseh uses a similar 
typography, she studies the rise and fall of the folk-plays 
(Cseh, 2009:35-50). It can be observed in the play we will 
examine later, that the classification of the genre is problematic 
because of the dramaturgic schemas and the similarities in the 
plot. Even the characters and their functions are almost 
identical, which makes the issue of female centricity important 
in the observation of the roles. The theatre, as a cultural 
institution, is no longer just about entertainment, but in some 
cases it makes an attempt to create place for social and 
political discourses and/or represent the current social and 
political happenings. In 1998, Móric Csáky has applied the 
“imprint of a certain era” term to describe operettas (Csáky, 
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1999:20-22). So, it is important to include in our analysis the 
theme, the relationships and dynamic between the two sexes, 
and the roles functions. 

So far this paragraph has focused on the fading and merging 
generic border Hungarian comic opera, operetta and folk-play, 
the following section will discuss the problem of hybridization.  

 
Elite Culture Against Mass Culture, the Hybridization, 
and the Middlebrow Culture 
 
Jean-François Lyotard in his study titled The Postmodern 
Condition: A Report on Knowledge2 analyses the notion of 
knowledge in postmodern society as the end of metanarratives 
and introduces the term ‘postmodernism’ as follows: “it 
designates the state of our culture following the 
transformations which, since the end of the nineteenth century, 
have altered the game rules for science, literature, and the 
arts” (Lyotard, 1984) Adding: "Simplifying to the extreme, I 
define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives" 
(Lyotard, 1984). In addition, we can no longer talk about the 
rise and fall of things. This grand affirmation is also applicable 
for our problem: the observation, that a genre’s fall goes hand 
in hand with the rise of another genre, which contains the tools 
and functions of the fallen genre, is not subtle enough.  

Furthermore, the evolution of the Hungarian folk-play, 
(comic) opera and operetta genres cannot be described as a 
rise and/or fall procedure, since they coexist side by side, and 
several genre functions coexist too. The evolution, which 
theorists describe as rise and fall (e.g. Mordden, 2013:3-
18:109-129; Traubner, 2003:1-17; Gombos, 1913; Ember, 
1934; Németh, 1987:5-7; Németh, 1993:290-2913), is 
questionable because of the generic hybridization and the 
coexistence of several functions. Furthermore, these genre 
variants contain no new formulas or narratives. Moreover, in 
these genres, the so called “basic knowledge” of the community 
and audience already exists and just regenerates and I 

                                                 
2 Translation from the French by Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi.  
3 Ethan Mordden – musical theatrical genres, Richard Traubner – different national 
operettas, Andor Gombos and Ernő Ember – Hungarian folk-play, Amadé Németh – 
Hungarian operas 
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presume that when these variants are born, the hybridization 
happens. 

In addition, we could emphasize that we cannot ignore the 
economic aspects, when we try to deny the difference between 
elite and mass culture. As I have mentioned it before, the folk-
play is a genre that is about the middle-class and for middle-
class audience. The National Theatre that opened in 1837 had 
to create its own audience circle (following economic logics); 
so, it contributes to the formation of the Hungarian folk-play. In 
his study, Ember emphasizes that  

“the permanent Hungarian theatre has opened in Pest, in 22 August 
1837 (later called the Hungarian National Theatre), with this the 
national consciousness strengthened and the audience’s interest for 
folksy things that it could not be pleased with imported foreign 
parodies. The commons, the Hungarian peasants did not like playing 
around, and needed more serious setting than farces had, so the folk-
play was born as an independent genre” (Ember, 1934:11).  

 
Ember concluded that the credit goes to Ede Szigligeti and 

adds that “the Hungarian theatre needed those plays that 
attracted the Hungarian audience the most” (Ember, 1934:11). 
Above all, the conclusion is correct that Hungarian folk-plays 
are the product of mass culture and the new plays schemas are 
born because of the lack of audience. Composers use the well-
functioning “production logic” to please the middle-class. 
Though, the precondition to this is to create a standard “style” 
that operates with musical or musical segment that will affect 
as many people as possible. 

As well as operetta researchers often use the term ‘assembly 
line production’ (e.g. The Hungarian operettas born in the 
1900s and in the interwar period. Heltai, 2012) in the case of 
operettas, - in the pejorative sense -, which refers to the mass 
production and to serve the public taste, and not necessarily to 
the unique and quality plays. If we take into consideration the 
before mentioned cultural logic, it can be seen that the 
operetta-creators take the elements of folk-play and further 
develop it. Notwithstanding, it is no different in the case of the 
Hungarian comic operas, which find their true purpose, form 
and style several decades after the emergence of Hungarian 
opera and the formation of the conventional schemes. 
However, this form and function of the comic operas are not 
now or unique, it only emerges after the fall of the folk-play.  
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Here the question arises, whether operettas are the 
developed form of the Hungarian folk-plays, or ‘replacement 
genres’. Meanwhile the Hungarian operetta has found its place, 
after the Treaty of Trianon (1920). In the interwar period, and 
after the World War II, the Hungarian operetta is able to renew 
itself (Bozó, 2013), and the Hungarian comic opera is its rival. 
If one or more theatre institutions produce and play operettas 
then theatres that also play musical productions (for instance, 
the Hungarian State Opera) need to rethink their repertoire 
(Tallián, 2001). For some time, the Hungarian Royal Opera 
focuses on operas in Hungarian, so it plays Hungarian comic 
operas. However, we know that 19th and 20th century 
Hungarian theatre companies and later stone-theatres play a 
lot of foreign operas that are translated to Hungarian. So, the 
quality of the translations was poor, and it is a recurring 
problem before and after the opening of the Hungarian Royal 
Opera (1884). 

At this point I need to elaborate on the term ‘middlebrow’. 
Joan Shelley Rubin has presented the properties of the 
middlebrow category (between the highbrow and lowbrow) in 
different cultural fields, like the relationship between books, 
and commercial radio broadcasts or like magazine articles (e.g. 
the American VOGUE) (Rubin, 1992). According to Rubin, at the 
most basic level, the middlebrow is not the culture of the elite 
or the mass, but it contains the elements of both highbrow and 
lowbrow. The term midcult is based on the traditions and 
elements of highcult (elite culture) and lowcult (mass culture). 
The musical theatrical genres (performances) from the 
beginning are made for the midclass - apart from the different 
genre variants and artistic tendencies that attempt to become 
elite. It is especially true if we consider the middlebrow, 
midcult, and midclass, and which class Hungarian folk-plays, 
operettas and comic-operas wishes to please, and how the 
plays’ structure is made up of the elements of high and low 
culture. 

 
About the Research Design 
 
In this study, the research design encompasses five major 
parts: (1) the subject and the schemes in the plot; (2) the 
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function of the major roles and characters; (3) the (text of the) 
musical segments; (4) ‘musical structure’; (5) national 
stereotypes.  

My usage of the term ‘usage’ is justifiable, since with this, it 
is easier to examine the dramaturgic scheme if we categorize 
the whole plot, not only parts of the plot.  

It is important to consider that the observation of function of 
the major roles and characters also serves to demonstrate the 
schemes and patterns. It will be seen that extent the characters 
are bounded and if we can find the same roles in the comic 
operas that are needed for the structure of operettas or folk-
plays. Examining the musical structure - without touching upon 
musicology - I will search for those elements, which help us to 
label these operas like: ‘Hungarian’, ‘German’, ‘operetta-like’ or 
‘folk-song-like’.  

Furthermore, exploring the national stereotypes will provide 
an insight into general knowledge on the way the composers 
exaggerate certain characteristics of the nations or ethnic 
groups. György Hunyady in his study writes about national 
stereotypes - and Imre Gráfik writes about cultural occurrences 
in the Hungarian folk-plays (Gráfik, 1996) - and has defined 
stereotypes after the information processing paradigm as: “[…] 
the term stereotype no longer carries a pejorative meaning, 
doesn’t state that it is rooted in reality, but allows its 
possibility, since the categorization and stereotypes are coming 
from it” (Hunyady, 2003:42). The analyses following these 
points will help to find the generic elements and patterns in the 
comic-opera. 

 
The analysis of Wedding at Carnival 
 
Ede Poldini (1869-1957) (Székely, 1994:620) has been asked 
to put the libretto4 entitled Wedding at Carnival (Farsangi 
lakodalom) into music. The play’s premiere was in 1924, 
February (e.g. Schöpflin, 1930:489; Lányi, 1937:158; Koch, 
1959:35; Székely, 1994:620) , after which Poldini has become 
famous such as the Hungarian comic opera that was able to 
address different classes because of being a generic hybrid. 

                                                 
4 The libretto has written by Ernő Vajda. 
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Firstly, described the structure of three-act play during which 
I will focus on the first two analysis aspects: (1) the subject 
and the schemes in the plot, and (2) the function of the major 
roles and characters. 

The story taken place in the 19th century at aristocratic 
mansion. In the first two acts the location is the lord’s room of 
the mansion and the third is at the mansion’s yard (Poldini & 
Vajda, 1924; Poldini & Vajda, 1928; Poldini & Vajda, 1962:5, 
23, 47). The characters are the following: Peter (gentleman), 
the gentlewoman, Zsuzsika (daughter of the gentleman and 
gentlewoman), Kálmán, the scholar, the Countess, Zoltán 
(Guards officer), Bükkyné, Stanzi (the spinster), Mr Domonkos, 
Mrs Domonkos, Andris (servant), and many unnamed 
characters: a mother of three daughters, a driver of the 
carriage, first lady, second lady, third lady, first young master, 
second young master, third young master (Poldini & Vajda, 
1924; Poldini & Vajda, 1928:5; Poldini & Vajda, 1962; Radnai, 
1928).  

In the act I, the characters main traits are shown in the 
opening situation: everyone is preparing for Zsuzsika and 
Jónás’ betrothal; the servants and the carriage drivers are 
working: setting the table, getting the carriages ready. The first 
conflict is because of the missing key to the pantry, the 
gentlewoman asks for the missing key, Zsuzsika is the one who 
finds it. The gentlewoman is in a high position - as being the 
mistress of the house - and she acts according to it. In later 
analysis this trait of hers is important and also the fact that the 
two main female characters are mother and daughter. Outside 
the snow is falling - this is an important motif - meanwhile 
guests arrive (Mr and Mrs Domonkos, the countess, Zoltán and 
Stanzi), but Bükky Jónás has not arrived yet. The guests sit at 
the table when Kálmán arrives, whom Zsuzsika fancies. In the 
act II, aside from Zsuzsika and Kálmán, the countess and 
Zoltán is the other love affair, so we can observe the two 
female protagonists’ love story - with different outcomes. The 
gentlewoman makes it hard for the lovers to get close to each 
other. The snowing stops and they learn that tomorrow comes 
Zsuzsika’s future husband. In the act III, Zsuzsika (soubrette) 
and Kálmán say their goodbyes, but it turns out that Bükky 
Jónás has betrothed to an other girl. The gentlewoman - to 
protect her family’s honour - announces Kálmán as her 
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daughter’s fiancé, and they settle that they will marry at the 
carnival next year. Furthermore, the customs and traditions of 
the wedding complement the characteristics of the folk-play 
and operetta.  

(1). Fist of all, in the plot we may identify the following 
patterns:  

(1a). Topic of the wedding: epiphany (the carnival) is one of 
the most important events of the year - it is common that plays 
are built around customs and traditions. 

(1b). Arranged marriages and the restriction on choosing a 
partner is one of the traits of the 19th century, and it serves as 
the conflict to several operettas, for instance: The Merry Widow 
(original title: Die lustige Witwe, 1905) - Danilo (bon vivant) 
has to marry the widow (prima donna) of Pontevedro, to serve 
his country; however, on the way to Pontevedro, he meets an 
old acquaintance, whom he falls in love with and marry her 
instead (e.g. Gál & Somogyi, 1960:380-381; Würz, 1978:141-
144); The Gypsy Princess (original title: Die Csárdásfürstin, 
1914) - Prince Edwin (bon vivant) and countess Stazi’s 
(soubrette) arranged marriage (Würz, 1978:213-215); 
Baroness Lili (original title: Lili bárónő, 1919) (e.g. Gál & 
Somogyi, 1960:227-228; Lengyel, 2017:170-171) - Baroness 
Lili’s father orders her to marry a wealthy count. The Merry 
Widow (1905) and other Viennese and Viennese-Hungarian 
operettas may have served as a source for the librettist Vajda, 
since the libretto was written before the World War I.  

(1c). Two love affairs: it is common in operetta schemes that 
prima donnas and bon vivants, while soubrettes and buffos 
form pairs. In this play it is also present: Zsuzsika (soubrette) 
and Kálmán (buffo) eventually become a pair, but the countess 
and Zoltán do not get together, even though the happy ending 
is an essential element to most operettas. It usually means the 
consummation of love, since the success of a play often 
depends on a story that meet our dreams.  

(2). Secondly, I will observe the position of the two female 
main characters and Kálmán, the scholar. 

(2a). It is well-known that in operettas it is common that the 
central woman is either a low social status or she is in a higher 
status by born into or married into it. This dynamic is also 
apparent here, but the conflict is between mother and 
daughter. Therefore, we may identify Zsuzsika as a soubrette 
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and her mother operates with the characteristics of the prima 
donna.  

(2b). Kálmán, the scholar (buffo), at first sight seems to be a 
hopelessly in love with the unexperienced Zsuzsika (soubrette), 
he can only conquer her by wooing and by being cheeky. Like 
in most plays from similar genres, love has to be fought for; 
however, here it is not because of Kálmán that their marriage is 
successful, but because of Jónás’ decision. One of the 
definitions of the folk-play’s genre is that its genre is “about the 
folk and for the folk”. In this play these elements are the 
wedding preparations, forbidden love, and the carnival mood, 
music and dance, but it does not exclude reality (difficulties), 
and it is not evident that the conflict will be resolved at the end. 
Since being the “imprint of a certain era” (Csáky, 1999), these 
genres can reveal the ratio between the number of arranged 
marriages and love-marriages. They can also reflect on the 
difficulties people living on farm have to face, for example in 
case of a blizzard, people have to remain in the house for 
weeks. Furthermore, they also provide a realistic view of the 
servants’ situation.  

(3). Musical segments: the linguistic style corresponds with 
the style of the plot: no novelty, but the sentences have carried 
the properties of folk-play. The gentlewoman’s musical 
segments are more significant than Zsuzsika’s (soubrette’s) 
parts. Péter, the gentleman - act I, segment 3 - greet the 
guests with a poem, a blessing and good wish. Kálmán, the 
scholar (buffo) appears only in at the end of the first act, and 
from here on he is a central figure. Considering the musical 
segments, the main roles are the gentlewoman (as the main 
obstacle between the young lovers), the daughter (soubrette), 
and Kálmán (buffo), the scholar. The bon vivant is very 
persistent, but we cannot be sure how honourable his 
intentions are or how honest his love is. 

(4). ‘Musical structure’: as I have mentioned before - without 
touching upon musicology - I will search for those elements 
that help us to label these musical styles as: ‘Hungarian’, 
‘German’, ‘verbunkos’ (‘hongroise’, ‘verbunko’, etc.) (Balassa, 
n.d.:8-10) or ‘operetta-like’. And to what degree do the musical 
style and language contribute to the hybridity. This opera can 
be classified as ‘German’ and a little ‘operetta-like’. Composer-
critic Miklós Radnai, while stating that it is ‘operetta-like’, must 
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have had the musical segments and lightness of the play in 
mind (Radnai, 1928). It is well-known fact that the musical 
segment determines the type of the dance, which is a part of 
the plot: the scene at the table in the act I, or when they dance 
around the snowman at the beginning of the act III, or the 
czardas dance scene itself. In addition, this play has operated 
with such generic traditions and patterns that avoid pompous 
pathos and is more similar to folk-plays’ musical segments. 

(5). National stereotypes: they are the imprints of 
dramaturgy, which works on the basis of schemes, and they 
work well in folk-plays and operettas. In the other plays we 
could find other national stereotypes, not just Hungarian ones. 
It is important to notice that the stereotypes are exaggerated, 
for instance, the Hungarians having fun (eating, drinking and 
dancing, etc.), the traditions of carnival, keeping habits 
seriously, superstitions, the portrayal of the hierarchal society, 
and the everyday life on a 19th century Hungarian aristocratic 
mansion. 

 
Conclusion 
 
To summarize, in the Wedding at Carnival (1924), we could 
have identified six elements of the folk-play genre: (1a) the 
topic of the wedding, (1b) the arranged marriage; (2a) the two 
main female characters and (2b) Kálmán, the scholar; (5) 
national and folksy stereotypes.  

Moreover, there are seven elements of the operetta genre in 
this comic opera, namely: (1b) the arranged marriage, and (1c) 
the two love affairs; (2a) the two main female characters and 
(2b) the character of Kálmán, the scholar can be fitted into the 
archetype of the prima donna-bon vivant, and soubrette-buffo; 
(3) ‘musical segments’; (4) “musical structure”; (5) national 
stereotypes. 

This paper has argued that in the case of the Hungarian folk-
play, comic opera, and operetta, the differentiation linked to 
elite culture and mass culture has to be questioned. Thus, I 
have also argued for and suggested the usage of the 
middlebrow category, because of the fading and merging of 
generic borders. So, when speaking about the 20th century 
Hungarian comic operas, we should use the term ‘hybrid genre’, 
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and we should not compare the functions and features of the 
Hungarian operetta with those of the Hungarian folk-play. 

Returning to the hypothesis posed at the beginning of this 
study, research questions that could be asked include the same 
hypothesis but the other way around regarding hybrid genres: 
we could not only find the elements of folk-play and operetta in 
comic operas, but could also search for the elements of comic 
opera and folk-play in operettas. This should be examined with 
a wider scope (e.g. longer period of time and more examples, 
including English, French, German, and Italian theatrical 
genres).  

The problem of hybridization can also be seen when plays are 
adapted to the screen. Furthermore, the economic logic is 
dominant in the case of film adaptations also. Indicating the 
genre is necessary, since the producers has selected the target 
audience according to the genre. The segmentation of the 
target audience not necessarily occurs in the case of musical 
productions, for instance: opera film, which can be compared 
with operetta film, singspiel (sing-play) film, musical comedy 
and other generic categories, since most of the times, the 
emphasis is on the musical genre, not on the similar and 
subgenres. 

At an early stage of my systematic research focusing on 
Hungarian comic opera, I was interested in seeing unique and 
concrete examples of genre hybridization. For a broader view 
on the question I shall plan on examining the generic traditions 
and hybridization of the singspiels, folk-plays, operettas from 
the repertoire of the Budapest Folk Theatre.5 
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