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Abstract 

The term aksak refers to a specific type of asymmetrical metre that is widespread in the folk 

music traditions of the Balkan countries and Turkey. The present study examines the translation 

of the aksak from folklore into classical piano repertoire, focusing on solo piano works by the 

following six composers from Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey: Béla Bartók, György Ligeti, 

Lubomir Pipkov, Vassil Kazandjiev, Ahmed Adnan Saygun and Ilhan Baran. Outlining the 

individual approaches each composer has taken to incorporate aksak in their solo piano music, 

this research enlightens performance aspects of the selected repertoire. It aims to demonstrate the 

influence of these particular types of asymmetrical metres on the pianist’s internal awareness of 

the bar structure.    

This performance-based research project contains two complementary components: a folio of 

performances and a written exegesis. The folio consists of three solo recitals, in which piano 

works featuring aksak are juxtaposed with diverse piano repertoire, and a recording project that 

involves only compositions on aksak. The exegesis provides contextual background around the 

selected composers and their creative work with aksak. It presents the outcomes of an 

individually developed informed performance practice of the selected solo piano works featuring 

aksak. Through the process of preparing and rehearsing these works, the different approaches to 

the asymmetrical metres have been examined in relation to key musical elements such as tempo 

and tempo alterations, rhythm, texture and articulation. 

In alignment with the methodology applied, the primary outcomes of this research address 

musicological matters through a comparative analysis of composers’ individual approaches to 

the aksak in piano music, and performance issues relating to the pianist’s perception of the bar 
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structure when performing these works. The project contributes to the existing research on 

performance of the aksak applied to other musical styles and represents inaugural research into 

the classical repertoire. It is hoped that it will inspire further investigation of this topic in the 

piano music of different composers and in genres beyond the solo piano repertoire.   
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PART I – Introduction 

Chapter One: Introduction and literature review 

1.1 Introduction 

The aksak is a specific type of asymmetrical metre that is widely spread in the musical folklore 

of the Balkans and Turkey. It is characterised by the presence of two different-in-length beats 

within the bar – a short beat and an extended beat, where the extended beat is exactly one-and-a-

half times longer than the short beat, creating a ratio of 2:3. The continuous progression of these 

beats provokes a certain sense of irregularity to the listener, described as ‘limping’.1 This folk-

phenomenon has been transmitted from ancient times up to the present through the oral tradition, 

becoming an important part of musical culture in the Balkan countries. The literature on the topic 

includes a variety of terms used by scholars when discussing this musical element – among those 

are irregular metres, additive rhythms, odd rhythms, Bulgarian rhythms, aksak rhythms, non-

isochronous metres and Bulgarian metres. It is necessary to clarify that this dissertation uses the 

term aksak to refer to the asymmetrical metres popular in the folk music traditions of the Balkan 

countries and Turkey.  

The aksak has been a compelling topic of investigation by musicologists and ethnomusicologists 

worldwide, and also a source of inspiration for many classical composers from the region. Its 

application in solo piano music is associated with the idea of national musical identity and, more 

specifically, with the development of a piano tradition within a national musical style.  The 

complex structure of the aksak allows various combinations with contemporary compositional 

1The term aksak comes from the Turkish language and in translation means ‘limping’. 
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techniques and other folk elements, which makes it one of the most flexible fundaments of 

musical folklore. The folkloric origin of the aksak, combined with contemporary compositional 

techniques have a significant impact on performance practice. This research provides a 

comparative analysis of different approaches taken by twentieth-century composers to 

incorporating aksak in solo piano music and reflects upon the performance execution of the 

aksak in selected piano works.     

My interest in this topic arose from my personal and professional life. I grew up with the folk 

tradition of the Balkans and obtained my classical piano education in Bulgaria – the 

asymmetrical metres have been a significant part of my musical education. Later, I moved to 

Turkey, where I commenced a professional career as pianist and lecturer in piano. This project 

was conceived in Turkey, where I became familiar with Turkish piano music and came across 

many examples of piano music in aksak. The realisation of how highly regarded these 

asymmetrical metres are in both Bulgaria and Turkey, and specifically, how popular they are in 

the national piano schools of these countries motivated the commencement of this project. 

Researching the sources available in English, I discovered that the most frequent associations 

made with aksak are with Bartók’s piano music and especially his ‘Six Dances in Bulgarian 

Rhythm’ from Mikrokosmos. This fact encouraged my interest and motivated me to examine 

how different composers from three countries – Bulgaria, Turkey and Hungary – approached the 

aksak in their piano music. Due to practical constraints, this research cannot provide a 

comprehensive review of the entire piano literature featuring aksak. Therefore, the scope of the 

study includes solo piano music by the following six composers: the Hungarian composers Béla 

Bartók (1881–1945) and György Ligeti (1923–2006), the Bulgarian composers Lubomir Pipkov 

(1904–1974) and Vassil Kazandjiev (1934–), and the Turkish composers Ahmed Adnan Saygun 
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(1907–1991) and Ilhan Baran (1934–2016). Initially, I started looking at one generation of 

composers who were contemporaries of Bartók, and who had similar influence on the national 

styles of their countries. Later, I expanded my investigation by adding another generation of 

composers, wanting to examine if and how the application of aksak changes over time and 

observe different approaches to this element.  

Prominent representatives of two generations, these composers have developed highly individual 

compositional styles and their creativity has been influenced by various factors. This study 

explores the individual approaches to this folk element in the solo piano music, outlining the 

inspirations behind the choice of working with aksak and analysing the impact of the 

sociopolitical environment on the creative process. Considering the dramatic political changes in 

the region during the first half of the twentieth century, this study examines the influence of 

Socialist Realism and the Westernisation of Turkey on ways of treating the aksak as a folk 

element. As a performance-based research project, it provides a performer’s view of the selected 

repertoire, focusing on the performing execution of the aksak in the solo piano music. As limited 

studies are available on the performing issues, this research fills a substantial gap in the literature 

discussing the specifics and challenges of performing aksak within classical piano repertoire.  

Aims 

The present study investigates the application of the aksak as a folk element in the solo piano 

music of the selected composers form both – musicological and performance perspectives. The 

first goal of this research is to identify the effects on the aksak as a folk element, caused by its 

translation into the classical piano repertoire. Then, through detailed research of the background 

around the composition of these works and in-depth score analysis, the project will outline the 

individual approaches each composer has taken to incorporate aksak in the solo piano music. The 



4 

comparative examination of the different approaches to the element by six composers, who are 

representatives of two generations is made with the purpose of outlining the significance of the 

aksak to the national piano traditions of these countries.  

This investigation into the performance practice aims to examine the performance execution of 

the aksak in the selected solo piano repertoire, demonstrating how the presence of aksak impacts 

on the pianist’s perception of metre while performing. Through enhanced understanding gained 

via performance practice, I argue that the application of the aksak in solo piano music reinforces 

the pianist’s internal awareness of the bar structure and provokes a precise sense of the metre. In 

this study, I have developed an informative practice of chosen piano repertoire, and I anticipate 

that in the future, this knowledge might be applied to other works on aksak.  

Methodology 

Due to the folkloric origin of the aksak, a major part of the methodology includes an investigation 

of the scholarly published materials on the topic by both Western and non-Western 

ethnomusicologists. The literature on musical nationalism and the formation of national musical 

styles in the three countries was also researched in order to better contextualise the composers’ 

working environment. This was followed by a detailed score-reading of the selected pieces, 

analysing the piano texture and the style of notation applied by the composers. My performance 

practice was accompanied by the critical examination of different recordings by prominent 

interpreters and an investigation through various recordings of authentic folk music of the region. 

Throughout my own practice, I have written notes on my own reflections on the chosen works and 

have gathered my own observations with regard to various aspects of the musical material. In this 

performance-based research, I have juxtaposed piano works on aksak with other classical piano 
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repertoire, which was chosen in alignment with my investigation on the topic. In this way, my folio 

of performances contextualises this particular repertoire within Western piano literature. The folio 

incorporates recordings from four of my solo piano recitals and one recording project. The 

following paragraphs provide detailed information on the program of each recital. 

 

Recital 1 (June 2016): J. S. Bach – Italian Concerto BWV 971; J. Brahms – Rhapsody op. 79 

no. 1; S. Prokofiev – Sonata op. 28; B. Bartók – Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm; U. C. Erkin – 

Impressions.  

This program followed a conventional order of a piano recital and was divided into two parts. 

The first part consisted of chronologically ordered Baroque, Romantic and twentieth-century 

works that are popular Western piano compositions. The second part of the concert presented the 

topic of my research through two cycles of miniatures inspired by folk music. I considered 

Bartók’s Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm the most suitable work to commence this series of 

performances, because of its popularity as an example of the aksak within the Western world. 

The dances also provided a smooth transition between the Western repertoire from the first part 

of the program to the following cycle of Turkish piano miniatures by Ulvi Cemal Erkin.2 His 

miniatures are based on folk elements derived from the peasant music of Anatolia and are greatly 

influenced by the French impressionist style. Both composers show different ways of working 

with folk elements in these two cycles: Bartók’s highly individual use of modal harmony 

contrasts with Erkin’s explorations into sound and articulation. Both cycles set the tone of this 

 
2Ulvi Cemal Erkin was a Turkish pianist and composer, a representative of the first generation of Turkish composers 

and a member of ‘Turkish Five’.  
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performance-based investigation through presenting a fusion between East and West with a focus 

on rhythmic variety.  

Recital 2 (November 2016): B. Martinů – Puppets (Book 1); B. Bartók –Romanian Folk Dances 

Sz.56 BB 58 and ‘Allegro Barbaro’ Sz. 49; A. A. Saygun – From Anatolia op. 25; L. Sitsky – 

‘Chant Ceremony of the Yei Gods’ from Dimensions of Night; L. Nikolov – ‘Glimmers’.  

In my second recital, I intended to combine varied piano music inspired by rhythmic diversity. 

Most of the works performed in the first part were influenced by the dance rhythms of Eastern 

Europe and Turkey. This thematic choice was aligned with my study of the ethnomusicological 

literature and my investigation of how folklore has influenced piano music. The combination of 

Saygun’s suite From Anatolia and Bartók’s Six Romanian Dances aims to demonstrate two 

translations of folk dances in piano repertoire and thereby, to juxtapose both composers’ 

approaches to the folk source.  

In the second part of the program, I combined two contemporary works from Bulgaria and 

Australia that contrast significantly in style. Nikolov’s ‘Glimmers’ is an aleatoric piece, based on 

the performer’s interpretational decisions made mostly at the time of performance. The 

improvisational nature is combined with further explorations of producing sound through the use 

of external tools. In contrast, Sitsky’s composition requires a precise rhythmic sense due to the 

great variety of rhythmic patterns, combined with contrasting changes of character and mood.    

Recital 3 (June 2017): V. Komitas – Six Dances; L. Pipkov – ‘Song’, ‘Etude’, ‘Burlesque’, 

‘Return’, ‘Rachenitsa’ and ‘Rhythms’ from Spring Caprices A. A. Saygun – Preludes Nos. 1, 2, 

3, 4, 9 and 10; L.; P. Boulez – Twelve Notations; O. Messiaen – ‘Cantéyojâya’. 
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This recital program further explored different approaches to rhythmic and metric variety, and 

juxtaposed East and West. France was chosen as a representative of the Western approach, 

because the French school had a great impact on both - the formation of the Turkish national 

style and on Pipkov’s individual compositional language.  My aim as a performer was to analyse 

and compare the specifics of the performance, related to the metric pulsation and rhythmic 

sensation within those rhythmic approaches.  

The first part of the program included aksak in piano music from Armenia, Bulgaria and Turkey. 

Komitas’s Dances provide an interpretation by a composer–ethnomusicologist interested in 

maintaining the style of the folk music. The Bulgarian selection by Pipkov illustrates a Socialist 

Realistic approach to folk material and his extensive work on rhythm and metre. The final block 

of works by Saygun shows a significantly modern, abstract representation of the aksak, that is 

removed from the folk source.  

The following two works shift attention from the symmetry/asymmetry of the metre to the 

rhythm. Messiaen’s ‘Cantéyojâya’ represents a mosaic structure of variety of rhythmic patterns, 

inspired by the Hindu tradition. The sense of pulsation becomes vague and depends entirely on 

the rhythmic models. In Boulez’s Twelve Notations the sense of pulse is completely absent – it is 

replaced with individual rhythmic layers moving simultaneously throughout the texture.    

Recital 4 (November 2017): V. Deshevov – Seven Meditations op.3; A.  Lourié – Five Preludes 

Fragiles op.1; A. Scriabin – Sonata op.68 no. 9 ‘Black Mass’; I. Baran – Three Abstract Dances; 

G. Ligeti – Etude no. 4 ‘Fanfares’; V. Kazandjiev – selection from Youth Album (Baba Metsa,

The Kiss of Spring, Rachenitsa, Ring of the Bells, Little Etude, Clouds are Running in the Sky); 

V. Kazandjiev – Toccata.
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The idea for this recital program arose from my research into the relationships between music 

and politics, and more specifically into the effects of Socialist Realism and Turkish 

Westernisation on music. The investigation into Socialist Realism brought my attention back to 

musical development in Russia during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, before it 

changed its direction towards the party’s directives.  

Scriabin’s ‘Black Mass’ sonata was paired with chosen miniatures by less-known Russian avant-

garde composers, who were stylistically followers of Scriabin. The second half of the recital was 

directly relevant to the topic and included the modern treatment of the aksak by second-

generation composers from Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey. Ligeti’s ‘Fanfares’ demonstrates the 

idea of aksak-ostinato through multiple repetitions of a single asymmetrical motif. Baran’s Three 

Abstract Dances show an abstract representation of Turkish dance folklore with an intense use of 

aksak. Finally, the selection from Kazandjiev’s Youth Album juxtaposes his approach to the folk 

material with his explorations into the sonority.  

Recording Project (July 2018): B. Bartók – Romanian Christmas Carols; B. Bartók – ‘Six 

Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm’, Mikrokosmos Vol. 6 no. 148-153; L. Pipkov – Song, Etude, 

Burlesque, Rachenitsa, Rhythms and Return from Spring Caprices; A. A. Saygun – Twelve 

Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op. 45.  

The last part of my folio is a recording project, in which I have gathered only solo piano music 

featuring aksak. The compact disc includes miniatures from the first generation of composers 

investigated in this project, which exemplified three different approaches to the aksak in piano 

music: a folkloric-based approach in the Romanian Christmas Carols and Six Dances in 
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Bulgarian Rhythm; a highly systematic treatment in Spring Caprices and a modern, abstract 

representation of the element seen in Saygun’s cycle.  

Examination Recital (September 2019): My examination recital will present a summary of my 

research project, including highlights from the piano music on aksak, combined with lesser-known 

Turkish piano music. The program will start with Saygun’s piano suite From Anatolia, followed 

by a cycle of five miniatures entitled Five Drops by the Turkish composer Ulvi Cemal Erkin and 

will finish with Baran’s Three Bagatelles. The second part of the program will include Pipkov’s 

‘Etude’ form Spring Caprices and an earlier treatment of the aksak in the piece ‘Pastoral’. 

Kazandjiev’s aleatoric piece ‘Ring of the Bells’ will then present a fusion of modern compositional 

techniques, including improvisation on aksak. The recital will finish with another contemporary 

treatment of the aksak in the four-hands duet by the female Turkish composer Sadika Ozdil entitled 

‘Love and Emotion’. 

This exegesis provides background information on the key studies of this project and 

contextualises my performance practice. The overall structure takes the form of seven chapters, 

which are organised into three parts: Part I is an introduction, aiming to present the different 

components of this project. It consists of two chapters: Introduction and literature review; and 

Aksak: Main features. Part II is dedicated to the selected composers and analyses their individual 

approaches to incorporating aksak in the solo piano music. The chapters of Part II are dedicated to 

the three countries. They provide contextual background around composers’ inspirations to include 

aksak in their piano works and explain the individual characteristics of their styles. Part III 

presents the major findings of my performance-based research and includes the following two 

chapters: Playing aksak: performance execution and interpretational decisions and the Conclusion. 
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The first chapter of Part III focuses on the performance specifics of the selected repertoire and 

provides an informative performance guide. Along with addressing interpretational problems, the 

chapter discusses prominent interpretations of these works. The final chapter presents the outcome 

of this performance-led research and provides recommendations for further investigations in this 

area.   

 

1.2 Literature review 

The present literature review is organised in four sections, which follow the main structure of the 

exegesis. The first section provides an overview of the main sources (Eastern and Western) on 

aksak as a folk element that were published from the beginning of the twentieth century to date.3 

The next three sections are dedicated to the three countries under investigation – Hungary, 

Bulgaria and Turkey. Each section describes the major research papers on the selected 

composers and their solo piano works featuring aksak. It also summarises the important materials 

on the various policies towards application of musical folklore in original compositions set by 

the norms of Socialist Realism and Turkish Westernisation. Throughout my investigation, I have 

noted a significant differentiation in the sources depending on their language of origin and their 

popularity. While the most widely investigated are the Hungarian composers Bartók and Ligeti, 

significantly fewer sources are available in English on the Turkish composers, and almost no 

sources are available in English for the Bulgarian compositional school. Thus, this study 

contributes to a less popular field of musicology – Bulgarian piano music – through its addition 

to the available English-language literature on the topic.  

 
3With Eastern sources, I refer to the Balkan countries and Turkey, and the Western sources in this case are France 

and the English-speaking world. 
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Aksak 

One of the most detailed sources on the aksak is the book Development of Bulgarian Folklore up 

until 09.09.1944 (1981) by the Bulgarian folklorist Todor Todorov.4 The author provides a 

chronological analysis of the Bulgarian sources available on the topic and comments on their 

content. Thus, the first scholarly publication on aksak, which is now considered a primary 

source, was the article ‘Ритмични основи на народната ни музика’ [Rhythmic bases of our 

folk music] (1913) by the Bulgarian composer Dobri Hristov. In this paper, Hristov established 

the theoretical basis of the asymmetrical metres in Bulgarian folk music; explained the irregular 

division of the beats, pointing out the extremely fast tempo as a major characteristic; and 

provided the first examples of folk melodies in aksak.5 The next publication, ‘Bulgarian Folk 

Music. Metric and Rhythmic’ appeared in 1927 and was translated and published in German. 

The author was the prominent Bulgarian folklorist Vasil Stoin, whose work brought international 

attention to the subject. These were followed by the most well-known source - Bartók’s essay 

‘The So-called Bulgarian Rhythm’ from 1938, which was translated into English and published 

in the book Béla Bartók Essays by the acclaimed Bartók scholar Benjamin Suchoff.6 Bartók 

acknowledged the contribution of the Bulgarian scholarship, citing the above-mentioned two 

sources, and clarified the specifics of this folk phenomenon, pointing out the fast speed of the 

melodies as a leading characteristic. He coined the term ‘Bulgarian rhythm’ due to the great 

variety of these rhythms in the folklore of the country, but also noted their existence in the folk 

music of Romania, Hungary, Turkey and Yugoslavia.7 

 
4Todor Todorov, Развитие на Българската Фолклористика до 09.09.1944, [Development of Bulgarian Folklore 

up until 09.09.1944] (Sofia: Bulgarian Academy of Science, 1981). 
5Todor Todorov, 65. 
6 Béla Bartók, “The So-called Bulgarian Rhythm,” in Béla Bartók Essays, ed. Benjamin Suchoff (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1992), 40-49. 
7 Béla Bartók, 41.   



12 

The Turkish term aksak was initially used in 1951 by the Romanian ethnomusicologist 

Constantin Brăiloiu, who emphasised the existence of two durational units in the bar structure of 

the aksak as a main characteristic.8 The German musicologist Curt Sachs defined the 

phenomenon as ‘additive rhythm’ one year later.9 Perhaps the most recent term is ‘non-

isochronous metres’, coined by Justin London in 2006.10 Among the recent papers on the topic 

are those published by the French ethnomusicologist Jérôme Cler, who specialises in Turkish 

folk music. He advocates the idea that aksak is not limited to the fast tempo and is instead a 

feature of rhythmic organisation existing in melodies of various speeds.11 The article ‘Aksak: 

Principles and Typology’ (2004) by the Israeli-French ethnomusicologist Simha Arom, proposes 

a typology of the aksak, which remains the only Western example of its type.12 

The Serbian scholar Nice Fracile discusses the significance of the aksak for the Balkan folk 

music traditions and comments on its application in classical compositions. Fracile places 

emphasis on the phenomenon as a uniting element of the Balkan people and mentions that 

Western musicians frequently struggle when performing aksak.13 With regard to the performance 

specifics, a valuable source is the article ‘Woodwinds: A Practical Guide to Aksak Rhythms’ 

(2008) by the Canadian scholar Daniel Schnee, who points out the importance of the beat and the 

8 Constantin Brăiloiu, “Aksak Rhythm,” in Problems of Ethnomusicology, ed. L. Lyord (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1984), 133-168.  
9 Curt Sachs, “Rhythm and Tempo: An Introduction,” The Musical Quarterly 38, no. 3 (1952): 384-398, accessed 

February 16, 2016, http://www.jstor.org/stable/738766.  
10 Justin London, “Rhythm. Fundamental Concepts and Terminology,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 

accessed May 2019, https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.45963. 
11Jérôme Cler, “Pour une Théorie de l’Aksak,” Revue de Musicologie 80, no. 2 (1994): 181-210, accessed May 

2019, www.jstor.org/stable/947054.  
12Simha Arom, “L’Aksak: Principes et Typologie,” Cahiers de Musiques Traditionnelles 17 (2004): 11-48, accessed 

May 2019, http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/40240517.  
13Nice Fracile, “The Aksak Rhythm: a Distinctive Feature of the Balkan Folklore,” Studia Musicologica Academiae 

Scientiarum Hungaricae 44, no. 1/2 (2003): 197-210, accessed May 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/902645. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/738766
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.45963
http://www.jstor.org/stable/947054
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/40240517
http://www.jstor.org/stable/902645


13 

sense of pulse in aksak.14 Perhaps the most recent source addressing the performance features of 

the aksak is the doctoral dissertation ‘Bulgarian Metre in Performance’ (2017) by the American 

scholar Daniel Goldberg. Providing a detailed explanation of the phenomenon, the author 

comments on the performance specifics of these metres, focusing on Bulgarian folk drums. The 

author analyses metre as an accumulated musical experience in the Bulgarian folk music where 

the musical timing when performing may be influenced by other, external factors such as body 

movements, dances and particularities of the ethnographic region.15 

Hungary 

The two Hungarian composers investigated in this project, Béla Bartók and György Ligeti, have 

been widely researched on an international level and many sources refer to their use of aksak. 

With regard to Bartók, I consider two sources as introductory to the topic: the first one observes 

the composer’s links with Bulgarian folk music and the second one analyses his approach to the 

rhythmic and metric variety in his creative life. The first is the article ‘Bartók's Bulgaria: Folk 

Music Collecting and Balkan Social History’ (2000) by Donna Buchanan. The author explains in 

detail Bartók’s connections with Bulgarian folklorists and his interest in the asymmetrical 

metres, and also provides a table of all his compositions featuring aksak.16 The second source is 

by the Hungarian scholar János Kárpáti, who overviewed Bartók’s use of asymmetrical rhythmic 

structures through his entire creative life. The paper ‘Alternative Bar Structures in Bartók’s 

Music’ (2006) analyses chronologically the appearance of innovative bar structures in his music. 

14 Daniel Schnee, “Woodwinds: a Practical Guide to Aksak Rhythms,” Canadian Musician 30, 1 (January 2008): 28, 

accessed March 10 2019, 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsgao&AN=edsgcl.182040708&site=eds-live.   
15 Daniel Goldberg, “Bulgarian Metre in Performance” (PhD diss., Yale University, 2017), accessed May 2019, 

https://www.academia.edu/34363224/Bulgarian_Meter_in_Performance.  
16 Donna Buchanan, “Bartók's Bulgaria: Folk Music Collecting and Balkan Social History,” International Journal of 

Musicology, 9 (2000): 55-91, accessed June 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43858001. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsgao&AN=edsgcl.182040708&site=eds-live
https://www.academia.edu/34363224/Bulgarian_Meter_in_Performance
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43858001
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The author identifies the first folk song in aksak found by Bartók and underlines the extremely 

asymmetrical structures in the Romanian Christmas Carols and the eight pieces from 

Mikrokosmos (no. 113, no. 115 vol. 4 and nos. 148-153 vol. 6) entitled ‘In Bulgarian Rhythm’.17 

Another valuable source, focusing on the application of the aksak in Bartók’s largest piano cycle, 

is the book Bartók’s Mikrokosmos: Genesis, Pedagogy and Style by Benjamin Suchoff (2002),18 

in which the presence of the aksak in the two volumes of the cycle is analysed. Even more 

detailed are the commentaries of the Hungarian scholar László Vikárius, who has observed the 

compositional process of these works and has explained the chronology of their placements in 

the large cycle Mikrokosmos. His article ‘Bartók’s Bulgarian dances and the Order of Things’ 

(2002), contains Bartók’s manuscripts of the Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm.19 

Timothy Rice, an American ethnomusicologist who specialises in Bulgarian folklore, published a 

chapter in the book Bartók’s Perspectives: Man, Composer and Ethnomusicologist (2000), 

where he presents the three ways in which Bartók has approached the Bulgarian rhythms: as a 

composer, as a folklorist and as an ethnomusicologist.20 The American scholar Danielle Fosler-

Lussier discusses the effects of Socialist Realism on Bartók’s heritage in communist Hungary in 

her book Music Divided: Bartók’s Legacy in the Cold War Culture (2007). Fosler-Lussier reports 

17János Kárpáti, “Alternative Bar Structures in Bartók's Music,” Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum 

Hungaricae 47, no. 2 (June 2006): 127-140, accessed May 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25598247. 
18Benjamin Suchoff, “Volume Four” and “Volume Six” in Bartók’s Mikrokosmos: Genesis, Pedagogy and Style 

(Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2002): 138.  
19László Vikárius, “Bartók's Bulgarian Dances and the Order of Things,” Studia Musicologica 53, no. 1/3 (2012): 

53-67, accessed May 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23488442.
20Timothy Rice, “Béla Bartók and Bulgarian Rhythm,” in Bartók Perspectives: Man, Composer and

Ethnomusicologist, ed. Elliott Antokoletz, Victoria Fischer and Benjamin Suchoff (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2000): 196-209.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25598247
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23488442
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how the significant role of the folk elements in Bartók’s music was used to preserve his legacy 

from being banned.21 

The period between the late 1940s and the late 1950s was characterised by the hardline policies 

of the Communist regime in Hungary, and this coincided with Ligeti’s earlier career as a 

composer. Due to the political atmosphere, Western music was inaccessible to the young 

generation of composers and the music of Bartók and Zoltán Kodály became their inspiration. 

Bartók’s influence on Ligeti’s early compositions has been discussed by many scholars. 

Amongst these, the Russian musicologist Marina Lobanova outlines the impact of Bartók on 

Ligeti’s use of asymmetrical rhythmic structures in the book György Ligeti: Style, Ideas, Poetics 

(2002). Lobanova pointed out the existence of uneven-unit beats, derived from Hungarian and 

Bulgarian folklore, in Ligeti’s String Quartet no. 1 and Capriccio no. 2.22 This is supported by 

the American scholar Amy Bauer, who defines Ligeti’s asymmetrical metres in Capriccio no. 2 

for piano as ‘Bulgarian rhythm’.23 Richard Steinitz, who is one of the main scholars investigating 

Ligeti, also comments upon the strong Bartók influence in the following three works: Musica 

Ricercata, Capriccio no. 2 and String Quartet no. 1.24 Considering the application of the aksak 

and the influence of Bartók, Steinitz suggests a ‘line’ relating both composers’ use of the 

21Danielle Fosler-Lussier, “Bartók's Concerto for Orchestra and the Demise of Hungary’s ‘Third Road,” in Music 

Divided: Bartók’s Legacy in the Cold War Culture (Oakland: University of California Press, 2007): 16-27.  
22Marina Lobanova, “Crossing the Line,” in György Ligeti: Style, Ideas, Poetics, trans. Marc Shuttleworth (Berlin: 

Verlag Ernst Kuhn, 2002): 16-17.  
23Amy Bauer, Review: Capriccio Nr. 1 (1947); Invention (1948); Capriccio Nr. 2 (1947) für Klavier by György 

Ligeti; Ricercare per Organo (1953) by György Ligeti, Notes 51, no. 3 (1995): 1150-152, accessed May 2019, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/899352?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.  
24Richard Steinitz, “Night and Morning: an East European Apprenticeship,” in György Ligeti: Music of the 

Imagination (London: Faber and Faber, 2003): 45.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/899352?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
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element. Based on an ostinato pattern, this line connects Bartók’s Dance no. 1 from Six Dances 

in Bulgarian Rhythm and Ligeti’s piano Etude no. 4 ‘Fanfares’.25 

The Romanian scholar Attila Fodor considers ‘Fanfares’ as the most explicit form of aksak 

existing in Ligeti’s piano etudes. In the article ‘Approaches to the Musical Time in Ligeti’s Work 

Through his Piano Etudes’ (2015), Fodor discusses Ligeti’s broad inspirations for working with 

rhythms, varying between world music and non-musical sources. More specifically, he refers to 

the influences of African polyrhythms and fractal geometry, which are seen in the Etudes. Fodor 

outlines two approaches to the rhythm and provides examples of implicit forms of aksak among 

the Etudes.26 Perhaps the most recent source that comprehensively explains Ligeti’s diverse 

heritages is the book Ligeti’s Cultural Identities (2017), published by Amy Bauer and Márton 

Kerékfy.27 

Bulgaria 

The following paragraphs overview literature published in the Bulgarian language on the 

selected composers – Lubomir Pipkov and Vassil Kazandjiev – and focus on the discussions 

about their use of aksak in piano music. As mentioned earlier, there is a significant gap in the 

literature available in English on Bulgarian music, therefore this section makes an important 

contribution to the topic by surveying the work done to date. Only a few documents reporting the 

development of Bulgarian music are available in English and an even smaller number are 

dedicated to the piano music. There are two sources available in English that examine Pipkov’s 

 
25Richard Steinitz, “The Piano Etudes,” in György Ligeti: Music of the Imagination (London: Faber and Faber, 

2003): 288. 
26Attila Fodor, “Approaches to the Musical Time in Ligeti’s Work Through his Piano Etudes,” SBB Musica, LX,1, 

(2015): 93-102, accessed January 7, 2019, 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asn&AN=108688947&site=eds-live.  
27Amy Bauer and Márton Kerékfy, György Ligeti’s Cultural Identities (Routledge, 2006). 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asn&AN=108688947&site=eds-live
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creative works: a doctoral thesis on Bulgarian violin sonatas, which includes Pipkov’s violin 

sonata,28 and a dissertation examining the Bulgarian viola repertoire, which discusses briefly his 

compositional style.29 

Primary sources related to Pipkov’s creative work and musical vision include the composer’s 

own articles, which have been collected and published in the book Lubomir Pipkov: Selected 

Articles (1977) by Krum Angelov. Among these is ‘On the Bulgarian national style’, which 

Pipkov published in the 1930s, when the problem of musical nationalism arose in Bulgaria. He 

pointed out the significance of two elements – the realism and the common sensibility of the 

people, which both reflected perfectly in the folk song.30 In an interview from 1929, Pipkov 

emphasises the significance of the rhythmic diversity of Bulgarian folk music, announcing it as 

the most important characteristics of the folk tradition.31 Chronologically the next source is the 

book Lubomir Pipkov. Monograph by the Bulgarian composer Konstantin Iliev,32 which was the 

first biographical book on Pipkov and was published during the composer’s lifetime. Iliev 

commented on the earlier works of Pipkov and the formation of his individual style. The author 

observed the application of the aksak in Pipkov’s earlier works and pointed out a ‘special use’ of 

the 8/8 metre in the ‘Quartet for Violin, Viola, Cello and Piano’ (1939), the ‘Symphony’ no. 1 

(1940) and the ‘Concerto for Piano and Orchestra’ (1954). The placement of the 8/8 metre in the 

first movements of these works initiated Iliev’s a parallel with the use of 4/4 in the same form by 

 
28Lora Lipova, “Sonatas for Violin and Piano by the Bulgarian Composers Pancho Vladigerov, Lubomir Pipkov, 

Dimitar Nenov, Veselin Stoyanov and Marin Goleminov” (PhD diss., Florida State University, 2007), accessed 

October 20, 2016, http://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/islandora/object/fsu%3A175759/.  
29Lisa Nelson, “The Bulgarian Viola Repertoire: a Historical Perspective and Pedagogical Analysis” (PhD diss., 

University of Illinois, 2013), accessed October 20, 2016, https://www.ideals.illinois.edu/handle/2142/44264.  
30Krum Angelov, “За Българския национален стил,” [On the national style] in Любомир Пипков. Избрани 

Статии [Lubomir Pipkov. Selected Articles] (Sofia: Muzika, 1977): 64-65. 
31Krum Angelov, “При нашите хора на изкуството,” [Along with our creative people] in Любомир Пипков. 

Избрани Статии [Lubomir Pipkov. Selected Articles] (Sofia: Muzika, 1977) 11. 
32Konstantin Iliev, “Любомир Пипков. Mонография [Lubomir Pipkov. Monograph] (Sofia: Nauka i Izkustvo, 

1958). 

http://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/islandora/object/fsu%3A175759/
https://www.ideals.illinois.edu/handle/2142/44264
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classical composers. Thus, the author concluded the aksak went beyond the boundaries of its 

folkloric dance-like character.33 

Following that, a considerable number of materials published on Pipkov’s piano music analyse 

his inclusion of the asymmetrical metres, as they are a significant part of his creative life. 

Perhaps the most comprehensive sources are the two books by the Bulgarian scholar Ivan 

Hlebarov: The Creative Evolution of Lubomir Pipkov (1996)34 and The Creative World of 

Lubomir Pipkov (2000).35 Published after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, these also comment 

on the composer’s life within the context of Communist Bulgaria. Hlebarov outlined three 

creative periods, being the 1920s, the second half of the 1940s and the late 1960s. A certain 

change in composer’s attitude to the aksak in the different periods was defined: the first period 

was characterised by a closer relation to dance folklore; the second period was a development of 

lyricism within the aksak, and the last period combined these approaches in an extensive work of 

four piano cycles featuring aksak.36 

Considering the last creative period, the Bulgarian scholar Binka Karaivanova considers the last 

creative period of Pipkov a ‘summary of his musical development’. She discusses the 

composer’s extensive work on ordering and systematising the existing aksak rhythms and on 

their reinforced pedagogical purpose. Karaivanova suggests a parallel between the approaches to 

the children’s miniature in Pipkov’s Children’s Joy and the albums of Bartók and Prokofiev.37 

 
33Konstantin Iliev, 78. 
34Ivan Hlebarov, Творческата еволюция на Любомир Пипков [Creative Evolution of Lubomir Pipkov] (Sofia: 

Artkoop, 1996). 
35Ivan Hlebarov. Творческият свят на Любомир Пипков [The Creative World of Lubomir Pipkov] (Sofia: 

Artkoop, 2000). 
36Ivan Hlebarov, “Piano Music” in Творческият свят на Любомир Пипков [The Creative World of Lubomir 

Pipkov] (Sofia: Artkoop, 2000), 18-19. 
37Binka Karaivanova, “Късните клавирни сборници на Любомир Пипков – своеобразен кристал над 

композиторската мисловност,” [The late Pipkov’s albums – a somewhat crystal of the compositional thinking] in  
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Another source, which concentrates on the last creative period and is perhaps the closest to my 

project by relevance, is a doctoral thesis by the Bulgarian pianist Alexander Vassilenko (2014), 

which focuses on the interpretational problems in the last four cycles of piano miniatures. 

Vassilenko’s research includes an integral performance of the four cycles and an informed 

performance practice to this repertoire. Thereby, it informs my project as it elucidates 

interpretational problems.38 

In comparison with the extensive research done on Pipkov’s piano music, there are fewer 

available materials on the music of Vassil Kazandjiev. The two major sources are books, 

published in Bulgarian language, that examine his life and works. In 2000, Anna Boyanova 

published the book Gift from God: A book for the composer and conductor Vassil Kazandjiev 

(2006), which has more of a biographical focus. It includes interviews with the composer, 

discussions on the political situation and Kazandjiev’s experiences, memories and reflections on 

musical life in the time of the Communist regime.39 The other book dedicated to Vassil 

Kazandjiev is Monograph (1999) by the Bulgarian musicologist Milena Bojikova. This is a 

valuable source from a musicological perspective – it analyses in depth the entire creative output 

of the composer, comments on his influences and explains the compositional techniques used 

throughout his career. Bojikova outlines four stages in the development of his individual 

compositional style: the first one being the inspiration he gained from dodecaphony; the second, 

his experiments with sonoric technique and the use of aleatoric devices; the third characterised 

Клавирното творчество на българските композитори класици в 

обучението по задължително пиано [The place of the piano music of the Bulgarian classical composers in the 

obligatory piano repertoire] (Veliko Tarnovo: Ivis, 2013) accessed October 4 2016, https://www.academia.edu/.  
38Alexander Vassilenko, “Lubomir Pipkov’s Late Piano Cycles: Pedagogical and Interpretational Problems” (PhD 

diss., National Music Academy ‘Pancho Vladigerov’, Sofia, 2014). 
39Anna Boyanova, Дадено от Бога. Книга за композитора и диригент Васил Казандйиев [Gift from God: A 

book for the composer and conductor Vassil Kazandjiev] (Sofia: Atelie A, 2006).  

https://www.academia.edu/12719740/%D0%9A%D0%AA%D0%A1%D0%9D%D0%98%D0%A2%D0%95_%D0%9A%D0%9B%D0%90%D0%92%D0%98%D0%A0%D0%9D%D0%98_%D0%A1%D0%91%D0%9E%D0%A0%D0%9D%D0%98%D0%A6%D0%98_%D0%9D%D0%90_%D0%9B%D0%AE%D0%91%D0%9E%D0%9C%D0%98%D0%A0_%D0%9F%D0%98%D0%9F%D0%9A%D0%9E%D0%92_%D0%A1%D0%92%D0%9E%D0%95%D0%9E%D0%91%D0%A0%D0%90%D0%97%D0%95%D0%9D_%D0%9A%D0%A0%D0%98%D0%A1%D0%A2%D0%90%D0%9B_%D0%9D%D0%90_%D0%9A%D0%9E%D0%9C%D0%9F%D0%9E%D0%97%D0%98%D0%A2%D0%9E%D0%A0%D0%A1%D0%9A%D0%90%D0%A2%D0%90_%D0%9C%D0%98%D0%A1%D0%9B%D0%9E%D0%92%D0%9D%D0%9E%D0%A1%D0%A2
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by a return to the national source; and the last characterised by retrospection towards his 

dodecaphonic works.40 

Relevant to this project, the third period is characterised by a return to the Bulgarian source and 

the use of folk music and old Orthodox chant. Furthermore, the author comments on the 

changing attitude of the composer towards the folk music, explaining the idea of improvisation, 

which links the folk source and the contemporary compositional techniques. Freedom in 

expression and the art of momentum are crucial characteristics of these two contrasting musical 

styles.41 The juxtaposition of these two styles is exemplified in Kazandjiev’s piano cycle Youth 

Album, which incorporates folk-style miniatures in aksak and completely improvisatory pieces 

exploring the sonority. The cycle has been analysed in the article ‘Youth Album: Edifying Tales 

for Young Pianists’ (2013) by the Bulgarian scholar Krasimira Fileva, which is the only source 

available for this work. The author observes the pedagogical purposes of the cycle – focusing on 

a psychological aspect, more specifically on developing imagination and creativity in young 

pianists.42 

Turkey 

The last section of this literature review is dedicated to the Turkish composers Ahmed Adnan 

Saygun and Ilhan Baran. Their piano music has become a popular topic of investigation on a 

national level, as they are prominent representatives of the national compositional tradition. 

Saygun’s contribution to Turkish musical development has been acknowledged by nationally and 

40Milena Bojikova, Васил Казанджиев. Монография. [Vassil Kazandjiev. Monograph.] (Sofia: Bulgarian 

Academy of Science, 1999).  
41Milena Bojikova, 37.  
42Krasimira Fileva, “Youth Album – Edifying Tales for Young Pianists,” International Journal of Humanities and 

Social Science 3, no. 16 (August 2013): 114-124, accessed May 2019, 

http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_3_No_16_Special_Issue_August_2013/14.pdf.  

http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_3_No_16_Special_Issue_August_2013/14.pdf
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internationally renowned scholars. There are two major sources available in English that 

examine his creative life: the first is the doctoral thesis ‘Life and Works of Ahmed Adnan 

Saygun’ (1999) by the Turkish scholar and prominent researcher of Saygun, Emre Araci; and the 

second is entitled ‘Creating a National Music in Turkey: The Solo Piano Works of Ahmed 

Adnan Saygun’ (1999) by Kathryn Woodard.43 

Araci’s thesis, also published in Turkish,44 provides a critical overview of musical life during the 

last years of the Ottoman Empire and points out the Western-influence on classical music. The 

thesis is a comprehensive source on Saygun’s compositional style – from the early influences to 

his later individual development as a composer. The author outlines the significance of Bartók’s 

influence on Saygun as a composer and ethnomusicologist.45 However, focusing on contextual 

background and style, this source does not provide detailed information on the composer’s piano 

works with aksak.  

This subject, however, is precisely explained in Woodard’s thesis on the establishment of the 

Turkish national style and Saygun’s piano works. The author asserts that the aksak rhythms and 

the maqam modes are the most frequently used folk elements in Saygun’s piano works,46 and 

underlines Bartók’s influence in terms of working with folklore.47 Woodard identifies the two 

different sources from which both composers approached aksak: the Bulgarian and the Turkish. 

 
43Kathryn Woodard, “Creating a National Style in Turkey: The Solo Piano Works of Ahmed Adnan Saygun” (PhD 

diss., University of Cincinnati, 1999), accessed May 2019, 

https://www.academia.edu/4653807/Creating_a_National_Style_in_Turkey_The_Solo_Piano_Works_of_Ahmed_A

dnan_Saygun. 
44Emre Araci, Ahmed Adnan Saygun: Doğu Batı Arası Müzik Köprüsü [Ahmed Adnan Saygun: Bridge between the 

East and the West] (Istanbul: Yapi Kredi Yayinlari, 2007).  
45Emre Araci, “Life and Works of Ahmed Adnan Saygun” (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 1999): 54, accessed 

August 15, 2016, https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7680.  
46Maqam is a traditional set of pitches or melodic movements in certain modes popular in the folk music of Turkey, 

the Middle East and North Africa. 
47Kathryn Woodard, 48-50.  

https://www.academia.edu/4653807/Creating_a_National_Style_in_Turkey_The_Solo_Piano_Works_of_Ahmed_Adnan_Saygun
https://www.academia.edu/4653807/Creating_a_National_Style_in_Turkey_The_Solo_Piano_Works_of_Ahmed_Adnan_Saygun
https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7680
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She points out that Bartók was not aware of the existence of the term aksak and instead referred 

to the same phenomenon as ‘Bulgarian rhythm’. The use of different terms is evidence of their 

independent work on the same element.48 Woodard’s project also includes performances of a 

selection of Saygun’s piano works on aksak, which will be discussed in Chapter Six.   

Most of the sources critically examining Baran’s piano works have been published in Turkish, 

and there is only one thesis in English. In this, Baran’s piano music is explored alongside music 

of other Turkish composers.49 The author includes Baran’s piano cycle Three Abstract Dances, 

commenting on the musical content and the pedagogical aspects of each of the three pieces. 

Brooks outlines an abstractive use of the aksak as a folk element in the first piece ‘Aksak’ and 

points out a symbolic use of the number nine in relation to the nine-beat metre of the Turkish 

folk dance Zeybek.50 

Even though Ilhan Baran died recently, there are a considerable number of papers already 

published on his music. The first and most detailed document is the primary source book Muzikte 

Derin bir Zirve51 [Deep Peak in Music: Ilhan Baran] (2010) by the famous Turkish journalist 

Sefik Kahramankaptan. This includes interviews with the composer, in which he shares the 

inspirations and influences that impacted upon his creativity. Baran explains the important role 

of the aksak in his creative work, sharing details of his modernistic approach to the element, 

which followed the model of the abstract visual art of the Bauhaus school.52 It also contains other 

composers’ comments and observations on Baran’s music and its place in the Turkish musical 

 
48Kathryn Woodard, 73.   
49Ipek Brooks, “Selected Twentieth-Century Turkish Character Pieces for Solo Piano” (PhD diss., University of 

Georgia, Athens, 2015): 64-71, accessed May 2019, https://getd.libs.uga.edu/pdfs/brooks_ipek_201505_dma.pdf.  
50 Ipek Brooks, 65.  
51Şefik Kahramankaptan,Ilhan Baran: Müzikte Derin Zirve [Ilhan Baran: A Deep Peak in Music] (Istanbul: Sevda-

Cenap and Müzik Vakfı Yayınları, 2010). 
52Şefik Kahramankaptan, 252-3. 

https://getd.libs.uga.edu/pdfs/brooks_ipek_201505_dma.pdf
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scene during the second half of the twentieth century. In one of these interviews, the piece 

‘Aksak’ has been defined as an innovation in Turkish piano music.53  

Another recent source is the book Ilhan Baran Kutup Yildizimiz - Anilarla Besteci/Egitimci Ilhan 

Baran (2017) by the Turkish ethnomusicologist and a pupil of Ilhan Baran, Seyit Yöre.54 Also 

based on interviews with and memories of the composer, the book focuses on Baran’s 

pedagogical achievements and ethnomusicological research, but does not address the matter of 

his piano compositions. There are two theses, published in Turkey, which examine the 

composer’s piano music: the first is a masters thesis on the role of Baran’s works in Turkish 

piano education published in 1994. Along with the musical analysis of each piece, the author 

provides pedagogical insight into all piano works by Baran and comments on various aspects of 

the pianistic skills developed through these works.55 Perhaps the most comprehensive source of 

its type is the thesis by Ivan Çelak (2000), which was examined by Ilhan Baran himself. The 

thesis chronologically analyses each solo piano work, providing details on the form, 

compositional technique applied and stylistic features.56 With this source, the current review of 

the literature on the application of the aksak in the piano music of the selected six composers 

concludes.  

All above-cited papers represent the main critically published materials on each of the key 

studies of this project: the aksak as a folk element and its application in the solo piano music of 

the selected six composers. The review of the literature was organised by country, presenting two 

 
53Şefik Kahramankaptan, 254.  
54Seyit Yöre, Kutup Yildizimiz - Anilarla Besteci/Egitimci Ilhan Baran [](Istanbul: Baglam Yayincilik, 2017).  
55Duygu Zimrut, “The role of Ilhan Baran’s compositions in the Turkish Piano Education” (Master’s thesis, 

Cukurova University, Adana, 1994).  
56Ivan Çelak, “Ilhan Baran’in Piyano Yapitlarinin Tasidigi Muzikal Degerler” [The Musical Qualities of Ilhan 

Baran’s Piano Works] (Master’s thesis, Hacettepe University, Ankara, 2000).  
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composers from different generations in each country, in alignment with the structure of Part II 

of this exegesis. The next chapter will explain the structural particularities of the aksak as a folk 

element, comment on hypotheses of its origin and observe its place within the musical 

nationalism.  
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Chapter Two: Aksak: Main features 
 

The present study contributes to the broader field of research dedicated to the influences between 

folk music and classical music by analysing the transformation of a single musical element – the 

aksak – from the folk music tradition into contemporary piano repertoire. This chapter aims to 

introduce the specific features of the aksak as a folk element, comment on the existing 

hypotheses about its origin and overview the classifications made by scholars of the diverse 

types of aksak. Finally, a brief discussion on the application of the aksak in piano music 

represents the basis on which the selected composers’ works will be analysed. As seen from the 

literature review in Chapter One, the aksak was a compelling topic of investigation for Eastern 

ethnomusicologists during the beginning of the previous century and has engaged significantly 

more scholars worldwide in recent years. This is due to the increasing scholarly attention to 

music of non-Western countries and also to the growing interest in the music of the East within 

the Cold War culture. Today’s scholarship analyses aksak as a complex, yet compelling and 

provocative feature of the Balkan’s folklore.  

The main characteristic distinguishing aksak is the presence of two different-in-length beats 

within each bar, a short beat and an extended beat, in the ratio of 2:3, creating an asymmetrical 

relationship between the beats. That is, the long beat of the bar is exactly one-and-a-half times 

longer than the short beat. The presence of an additional accent on each of the extended beats in 

the bar, along with the continuous succession of two distinct durational categories, provokes the 

strong irregular pulsation of the metre. When performing this music, these features contribute to 

a great variety in the inner bar structure and awaken a consciousness of the metre in the 

performer, which does not occur with a regular metre. This folk-phenomenon is widely spread in 
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the musical traditions of the Balkans and Turkey, but it also exists in the folklore of some Central 

Asian, Indian and Sub-Saharan regions.57 

The initial exploration and the first published materials on aksak emerged from the Balkan 

countries. During the first ethnomusicological field trips in the region in the late nineteenth to 

early twentieth centuries, folk melodies in asymmetrical metres were discovered. The earliest 

accounts of aksak date from 1878 – by the Croatian ethnomusicologist Franjo Kuhac,58 followed 

by the Bulgarian teacher Atanas Stoyanov in 188659 and the Serbian composer Stevan Mokranjac 

in 1896.60 The process of the actual transcription of these melodies and the problems which arose 

at these earlier stages of exploration were described by the Bulgarian folklorist Todor Todorov.61 

Being unaware of the existence of such metres, they notated the aksak melodies with regular 

metres and tried to combine or adapt them to the irregular melodies. As a result, various 

inaccuracies occurred. Among these were the existence of a single measure unit throughout the 

melody (Figure 1) or abundance of songs, starting with an upbeat (Figure 2). According to 

Todorov, the single-measure unit was caused by the uncertain length of the extended beat, while 

the upbeat was due to the additional accent on the extended beat.62 Later, the collectors started 

using the following methods of notating these melodies: through a combination of binary and 

tertiary metres; using a rhythmic pattern of short and long durations, along with uneven time 

 
57Borislav Petrov, “Bulgarian Rhythms: Past, Present and Future,” Dutch Journal of Music Theory 17, no. 3 (2012): 

158, accessed May 2019, https://issuu.com/bobbypetrovmusic/docs/bulgarian_rhythms_-_past__present_a.  
58Nice Fracile, “The Aksak Rhythm: a Distinctive Feature of the Balkan Folklore,” Studia Musicologica Academiae 

Scientiarum Hungaricae 44, no. 1/2 (2003): 207, accessed May 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/902645. 
59Todor Todorov, Развитие на Българската Фолклористика до 09.09.1944 [Development of Bulgarian Folklore 

up until 09.09.1944] (Sofia: Bulgarian Academy of Science, 1981), 38.  
60Nice Fracile, 207. 
61The collection of folk materials that was the basis of ethnomusicology in Bulgaria commenced during the first 

years after the liberation from the Ottoman Empire in 1878 and continued developing during the Communist regime.  
62Todor Todorov, 38-39. 

https://issuu.com/bobbypetrovmusic/docs/bulgarian_rhythms_-_past__present_a
http://www.jstor.org/stable/902645
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signatures; and finally through uneven time signatures with an exact rhythmic ratio between the 

beats.63 

Figure 1: ‘Сусано моме’ [Susano mome] Bulgarian folk song - early notation of the aksak, that 

includes anacrusis and single measure units throughout the melody.64  

 

Figure 2: ‘Чия е тая девойка’ [Whose is this girl] Bulgarian folk song - example of early 

notation of the aksak, that includes upbeat (anacrusis).65  

 

 
63 Todorov, 60-61; see also: Daniel Goldberg, “Bulgarian Meter in Performance,” (PhD diss., Yale University, 

2017): 34, accessed May 2019, https://www.academia.edu/34363224/Bulgarian_Meter_in_Performance. 
64 Todorov, 40. 
65 Todorov, 48. 

 

https://www.academia.edu/34363224/Bulgarian_Meter_in_Performance
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Soon after the discovery of this phenomenon, the first theoretical explanations of the inner bar 

structure of these metres appeared. In 1913, the Bulgarian composer Dobri Hristov (1875-1941) 

outlined two distinct durational categories of the beats in each bar. He emphasised that the 

‘hemiola extension’ is what significantly distinguishes Bulgarian folk music from the Western 

music tradition. Hristov’s theoretical explanation is built on a basic element (chronos protos), 

which is grouped into two, forming a ‘short’ beat, and into three, in an ‘extended’ beat.66 Giving 

examples of melodies in 5/15, 7/16 and 8/16, the author showed the fast tempo of about M.M. 

400-432 to be one of the main characteristics of this phenomenon.67 The next publication on the

topic was by Vassil Stoin, who explained the structure of these metres using the term ‘principal 

quantity’, which referred to one crotchet. According to Stoin, the duration of the ‘principal 

quantities’ of many Bulgarian melodies is not equal and often the length of one, two or three of 

these principal quantities is prolonged by half.68 Both Hristov and Stoin referred to the irregular 

proportion between the lengths of the beats in aksak with the ratio 2:3. Yet they  used different 

terms when defining the aksak: Hristov defined them as неправилни тактове [irregular, 

unlawful bars], and Stoin as неравноделни тактове [irregular bars]. Some sources report that 

Hristov used the term aksak when referring to the asymmetrical rhythmic patterns in Turkish 

music only.69 National scholarship uses the term неравноделни разери [irregular metres], which 

was coined by Stojan Djudjev in 1945.70 

66Daniel Goldberg, 35.  
67Todor Todorov, 65.  
68Barbara Krader,“Vasil Stoin, Bulgarian Folk-Song Collector,” Yearbook of the International Folk Music Council 

12 (1980): 36, accessed May 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/767652 doi:1.  
69Lyuben Botusharov, “Стоян Джуджев и терминологията на неравноделността” [Stoyan Djudjev and the 

Terminology of Irregular Time Signatures], Bulgarian Musicology 1, (2004): 51, accessed May 2019, 

https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=282610.  
70Lyuben Botusharov, 43.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/767652%20doi:1
https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=282610
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Acknowledging the contribution of the Bulgarian scholars, in 1938 the Hungarian composer Béla 

Bartók published his essay ‘The So-called Bulgarian Rhythm’. He shared his explorations of 

asymmetry in folk music of Romania, Hungary, Slovakia and Turkey, and stated they are most 

widely spread in Bulgaria. Bartók defined ‘Bulgarian rhythm’ as a rhythm in which the 

quantities written in the time signature are very short and are not symmetrically grouped within 

larger quantities.71 Similarly to Hristov, Bartók also emphasised the fast tempo of the aksak 

melodies and outlined it as one of the important characteristics. One of the most poignant 

explanations of this phenomenon was given by the Romanian ethnomusicologist Constantin 

Brăiloiu in the 1950s. Brăiloiu introduced the Turkish term aksak and outlined the exact 

irrational relationship between the beats, where the long beat is exactly one-and-a-half times 

longer than the short beat. He also focused on the specifics of the inner bar structure in aksak, 

pointing out the significance of the second accent in the bar structure, which applies to the 

extended beat.72 Finally, Brăiloiu also made a comparison between the bar structures of the 

regular (divisive) and irregular (additive) rhythms (aksak), both consisting of small ‘units’ or 

‘beats’, united in structures or ‘measures’. Depending on the number of units, these measures can 

be simple or compound. The simple measures consist of two or three units only, which he 

entitled ‘binary’ and ‘ternary’. Examples for simple divisive, binary measures are 2/4 and 6/8. 

The same grouping applies to the additive rhythms. For example, a simple binary additive 

rhythm is 5/8 (2/8+3/8).73 

 
71Béla Bartók, “The So-called Bulgarian Rhythm,” in Béla Bartók Essays, ed. Benjamin Suchoff (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1992), 44. 
72Constantin Brăiloiu, “Aksak Rhythm,” in Problems of Ethnomusicology, ed. A. L. Lloyd (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1984), 136. 
73Constantin Brăiloiu, 136. 
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Another comparison of this type was made by the German musicologist Curt Sachs, who 

introduced the term ‘additive rhythms’ when referring to the aksak. Sachs approached the 

additive rhythm from a linguistic perspective, giving examples of different metrical feet in 

poetry: iambs (short syllables and accented long syllables), dactyls (two accented syllables and 

two unaccented syllables) and anapests (two short syllables and a long one). In these examples, 

feet consist of groups of different syllables like 2+1, 3+3+2 or any other combination. On the 

other hand, Sachs compared the regularity of the divisive rhythms with walking steps and 

defined them as ‘striding’ and ‘regulative’. Commenting on the main differences, Sachs stated 

that ‘divisive rhythms show how the parts are meant to be disposed, while the additive rhythms 

show how the parts are actually disposed’.74 In 2012, the American scholar Daniel Goldberg 

criticised the accuracy of Sachs’s term ‘additive’, stating that the equality or inequality of 

durations cannot be used for the determination of additive rhythms. Examining the folk music of 

the Balkans, Goldberg suggests the term ‘periodical rhythms.’75 

As seen from the above-described sources, the problem of terminology is one of the main issues 

existing in the literature on this topic. There is a confronting diversity, with the terminology 

shifting between rhythm and metre. In music theory, both ‘rhythm’ and ‘metre’ have been used 

in relation to a variety of durations and their layout in a melody. Charles Butler (1560–1647) first 

noticed the distinction between rhythm and metre in the early seventeenth century, and until the 

twentieth century, musicologists insisted on this separation. Broadly acknowledged, rhythm 

refers to the presentation of different patterns of duration in music, while metre is more likely to 

 
74Curt Sachs, “Rhythm and Tempo: an Introduction,” The Musical Quarterly 38, No 3 (1952): 391-392, accessed 

February 16,, 2016, http://www.jstor.org/stable/739766. 
75Daniel Goldberg, “Playing with Sums: Recognizing Additive Rhythm in Balkan Music,” Second International 

Conference of Analytical Approaches to World Music, May 2012, 10, accessed April 2019, 

http://aawmconference.com/aawm2012/papers/goldberg_p.pdf.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/739766
http://aawmconference.com/aawm2012/papers/goldberg_p.pdf
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be associated with the perception of these patterns: it has a psychological aspect.76 The Polish 

musicologist Mieczyslaw Kolinsky has given one of the most accurate explanations regarding 

the difference between these two terms: rhythm refers to the organisation of durations in music, 

while metre refers to the organisation of the pulsation in music.77 The nature of the aksak is in an 

asymmetrical organisation of the pulsation in music, or in other words, the metre.  

Another uncertainty with regard to the aksak is the question of its origin. An undeniable fact is 

that this element is a part of a centuries-long musical heritage, which has been transmitted from 

generation to generation through the oral tradition. Bartók called these rhythms ‘natural 

rhythms’, suspecting they had naturally formed over time in village music.78 The actual origin is 

the subject of some hypotheses developed by ethnomusicologists. One of these relates to the 

polytheism in Ancient India (XV B.C.): the asymmetrical rhythmic patterns came from the 

polyrhythms formed while multiple prayers were performed at the same time. Each God had ten 

different avatars and the prayers for each of them had their own rhythmic patterns. Often when 

praying, these patterns were mixed, resulting in these asymmetrical rhythmic structures.79 

Another strong hypothesis was developed by the Bulgarian folklorist Stoyan Djudjev (1902–

1997), who related the origin of these asymmetrical metres to the relation between language and 

music. A starting point of his hypothesis was the function of folk music and, more specifically, 

the folk song: the peasant songs were created to accompany certain life events (births, 

 
76Justin London, “Rhythm. Fundamental Concepts and Terminology,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 

accessed October 3, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/45963pg1. 
77Timothy Rice, “Béla Bartók and Bulgarian Rhythm,” in Bartók Perspectives: Man, Composer and 

Ethnomusicologist, ed. Elliott Antokoletz, Victoria Fischer and Benjamin Suchoff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2000): 197.  
78Béla Bartók, “The So-called Bulgarian Rhythm,” in Béla Bartók Essays, ed. Benjamin Suchoff (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1992), 43 
79Krasimir Jelqzkov, “НеравноделнитеТактове: генетичния код на българите” [The Irregular Metres: Genetic 

Code of Bulgarian People], last modified 2016, accessed May 2019, 

http://download.pomagalo.com/1121305/proizhod+na+neravnodelnite+taktove/.  

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/45963pg1
http://download.pomagalo.com/1121305/proizhod+na+neravnodelnite+taktove/
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engagements, weddings, etc.) or to express personal emotions. Based on the idea of the song as 

an expression of everyday life, the melodies were formed on the basis of language and their 

rhythms were influenced by the rhythm of the syllables to a great extent. Djudjev further 

extended his theory about the appearance of the asymmetric metres in the folk dances, relying on 

Nietzsche’s theory on the correlation between language, music and gesture. Djudjev accepted 

that dance is a foundation of language: in the same way that music originates from speech, 

speech originates from gesture as a primitive way of expression of emotions. He also stated that 

each gesture possesses its own rhythm, reflecting the rhythm of dance. Within these three 

components, the rhythm was found to be a common element for speech, melody and gesture. 

Following this theory, the asymmetrical rhythmic structure of the syllables in language has 

influenced the rhythmic structure of melody and the rhythm of movements in dance.80 

Stoyan Djudjev extensively researched the aksak and published a table of existing asymmetrical 

metres in Bulgarian folklore (Figure 3). He developed this classification based on the inner bar 

structure of the metre and the groupings within each bar. Djudjev’s approach combines regular 

and irregular metres that are popular in Bulgarian folk music and distinguishes four types: 

simple, complex, combined and hetero-metric rows. The ‘simple metres’ include the regular 

metres with two and three beats, which serve as building blocks of the complex metres and 

contain only one metric accent on the first, strong beat. These are 2/4, 2/8, 3/4 and 3/8. The 

second group, ‘complex metres’, contains all metres that are combinations of simple metres. 

Their bar structure may vary between two and seven beats within the bar. For example, metres 

with a two-beat bar structure (4/4, 4/8, 6/4, 6/8, 6/16, 5/4, 5/8); metres with three beats (6/4, 6/8, 

80Goritza Naydenova, “Езикът и музиката във възгледите на Стоян Джуджев. Ритъм и слово” [Language and 

Music in Stoyan Djudjev’s Viewpoint. Rhythm and Speech], Bulgarian Musicology 1, 2009: 13, accessed May 

2019, https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=28437.  

https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=28437
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9/ 8, 7/8, 7/16, 8/4, 8/8, 8/16); with four beats (including 8/16, 9/4, 9/8, 9/16) and with seven 

beats (15/4, 15/16). The so-called ‘combined metres’ are specifically for Bulgarian folk music 

and consist of two or three complex metres, repeated in the same order. An example is 5/8 + 7/8, 

where each group of two bars follows the same scheme. The last type Djudjev outlined was the 

‘hetero-metric rows’. They also consist of different complex metres, but in this type they do not 

follow any order and are randomly presented throughout the melody.81 

Figure 3: Irregular metres in Bulgarian folk music.  

 

The Israeli-French ethnomusicologist Simha Arom proposed a typology of the aksak that 

remains the only Western model of this kind. In his article, published in 2004, Arom outlined 

three categories of the aksak: an ‘authentic aksak’, a ‘pseudo aksak’ and a ‘quasi aksak’, which 

are differentiated on the basis of the overall number of beats with their potential regular or 

irregular division. The ‘authentic aksak’ includes asymmetrical metres in fast tempi, which are 

 
81Nina Nacheva, “Неравноделнитеметруми и размери в часоветепосолфеж” [The Uneven Meters and Measures 

in the Solfeggio Classes], Педагогическиалманах 2 (2009), 175-195, accessed May 2019, http://journals.uni-

vt.bg/getarticle.aspx?aid=1375&type=.pdf 

http://journals.uni-vt.bg/getarticle.aspx?aid=1375&type=.pdf
http://journals.uni-vt.bg/getarticle.aspx?aid=1375&type=.pdf
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based on the combination 2+3 and whose overall number of beats is 5, 7, 11, 13, 19, 23 or 29. 

The ‘quasi aksak’ includes metres in which the total sum of beats is divided asymmetrically, but 

could be divided into 3. An example is the 9/8 rhythm – a combination of 2+2+2+3, which could 

be 3+3+3. These melodies are characterised by lively tempos. The last group – ‘pseudo aksak’ – 

includes asymmetrical metres in which the total sum of beats is even, and could be divided into 

equal divisions, yet they are not. Examples are 8/8 (3+2+3), which could be divided into 

2+2+2+2; 10/8 (2+2+3+3+3) and 12/8 (2+2+2+3+3).82 

Figure 4: Simha Arom’s typology of aksak.83 

 

 
82Simha Arom, “L’aksak: Principes et Typologie,” Cahiers de Musiques Traditionnelles 17 (2004): 24-5, accessed 

May 2019, http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/40240517. 
83Simha Arom, 32. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/40240517
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Significantly more focus to the folklore classification has been provided by the Serbian scholar 

Nice Fracile, who outlined two main forms of aksak being spread within Balkan folk music. 

These are the anapestic form, which consists of a division of 2+2+3, and a dactylic form of 

3+2+2. According to Fracile, each of these forms is found in different regions in the Balkans. 

The anapestic form is typical of the dance folklore of Romania and the vocal folklore of the 

regions of Dobrogea, Eastern Oltenia, Muntenia and Moldova. On the other hand, the dactylic 

form is widespread in the folk music of Vojvodina’s Romanians and the regions of Banat, South 

Transylvania and Western Oltenia (Romania). It is also distinctive of the traditional folk music 

of Albanians in Kosovo-Metohija, Romanian Christmas carols (Colindă) and Greek dance tunes 

and has an important place in Macedonian folklore. Fracile asserts that aksak is the most vital 

element of the folk music of Balkan peoples, which ‘binds the musical creativity of all nations in 

this part of Europe’.84 Focusing on the great significance of the aksak in Balkan folklore, the 

author provides examples of its transition into original compositions with Bartók’s Fifth String 

Quartet and vol. 6 of Mikrokosmos, where the anapestic form of aksak is seen.85  

An interesting study by the Belgium scholar Dirk Moelants aimed to compare performance 

specifics of the aksak between two ‘sociologically different types of music’ – these are the 

traditional folk melodies and different interpretations of Bartok’s pieces. The results of this study 

indicated that the traditional aksak folk tunes were performed much more accurately than the 

classical examples. Furthermore, the analyzed interpretations of Bartók have shown a clear 

 
84Fracile, 208. 
85Fracile, 207. 
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tendency of shortening the extended beats of the bar in places, where the eighth notes are not 

articulated.86 

In addition to Bartók’s music, this folk phenomenon has become an important feature of the 

classical music in the Balkans since early twentieth century. Its exploration coincided with the 

political restructuration of the region caused by the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. Countries 

gained independence and began forming their individual musical styles, which drew upon 

folklore. Many works with aksak appeared in different genres, including solo piano music, and 

their inclusion closely related to the idea of establishing national musical identities.  

Concerning the popularity of the aksak in the context of Bulgarian music, it is possible to 

overview the first attempts to use this element within the first generation of composers, whose 

piano works include mostly children pieces. With the development of the instrumental genre, 

during the second half of the twentieth century the aksak became a popular folk element seen in 

the piano music of P.Vladigerov, M.Goleminov, D. Nenov and L.Pipkov as well as in the piano 

works by the third generation composers such as K. Kiurkchiisky and V. Kazandjiev. A 

significant contribution was made by the Bulgarian folklorist and composer Nikoay Kaufman, 

who wrote the largest cycle of piano miniatures on a folk basis ‘Антология на Българските 

метроритми за пиано’ [Anthology of the Bulgarian metrorhythms for piano]. Within the 

national Turkish music, the aksak appears in the piano cycles of the first generation of 

composers, where it is combined with the strong influence of the French impressionism in 

Erkin’s cycle “Impressions” and Anlar’s pieces. Developing highly individualistic compositional 

86Dirk Moelants, ‘Perception and performance of aksak metres,’ Musicae Scientiae, 10(2), 

https://doi.org/10.1177/102986490601000201, 147-172.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/102986490601000201
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languages, the Turkish composers from the next generations included aksak within the modern 

treatment as Baran and in the nationalistic ideas as seen in Sun’s cycle “Yurt Renkleri”.  

The complex nature of the aksak has been a great inspiration for its contemporary treatment by 

composers. Applied to original compositions, the aksak provides a large ‘space’ for composers to 

experiment with. As a metre of distinct character, it allows combinations with other folk 

elements such as rhythms, melodies and modes, and with contemporary compositional devices 

and modern musical textures. This makes it one of the most flexible elements of musical 

folklore. Piano repertoire represents the contemporary treatment of the aksak and is the classical 

instrument with the greatest variety of repertoire featuring aksak. Its polyphonic nature 

contributes to expanding the opportunities composers have to experiment with the metre: these 

include polyphony, the co-existence of different rhythmic layers within the different voices, the 

use of a wide range of registers, and searches for different timbres and sound effects. 

Furthermore, it is significant that the application of aksak in piano works commenced during the 

twentieth century, which also expanded the variety of musical expressions. Twentieth-century 

composers had the opportunity to develop further piano repertoire using compositional devices 

from a range of styles such as romantic, post-romantic, impressionistic, expressionistic as well as 

modern techniques.  

The piano music featuring aksak represents a unique fusion between folklore and classical 

music: it combines tradition and innovation, creating an original synthesis. Each composer has 

developed his or her own approach to incorporating aksak in piano music, moving it away from 

the folk source and its peasant character. In the following chapter, the individual approaches of 

the selected six composers in this project will be presented. The discussion will introduce the 
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inspirational background behind their choice to work with aksak and will comment on the 

external factors that had an impact on the creative decisions of the composers.   
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PART II: The application of the aksak as a folk element in the 

solo piano music of Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey 
 

This part of the exegesis contains three chapters, each dedicated to one country, and provides 

contextual background around the selected six composers: Béla Bartók (1881–1945), György 

Ligeti (1923–2006), Lubomir Pipkov (1904–1974), Vassil Kazandjiev (1934–), Ahmed Adnan 

Saygun (1907–1991) and Ilhan Baran (1934–2016). Following a short biography of the 

composer, each chapter describes the chief characteristics of their compositional styles and 

focuses on the application of the aksak in their solo piano music. This discussion includes 

contextual background around each composer’s motivation to work with aksak, an overview of 

the solo piano compositions featuring aksak and an analysis of their individual approaches to the 

element in their piano music.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the incorporation of aksak in original compositions was 

part of the broader inclusion of folk elements in classical music – a feature that relates to musical 

nationalism. This matter has been observed in the context of the European music by Matthew 

Gelbart, who proposed the idea that national music serves simultaneously as a tradition and 

aesthetic achievement.87 Each chapter of the present exegesis provides a brief description of the 

national musical style of the three countries during the twentieth century. By contextualising the 

examined repertoire within the development of the national music, the following chapters also 

comment on the influence of major sociopolitical events on musical nationalism. In this study, 

the term musical nationalism is used to describe classical compositions with folk elements, in 

which these have been intentionally included by the composers. The purpose of this fusion was 

 
87 Matthew Gelbart, ‘Local Nation and Universal Folk,’ in ‘The Invention of “folk music” and “art music”, 

Cambridge University Press 2007, Cambridge, 236.  
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either to emphasize their significance for the tradition of a particular country or to contribute to 

people’s sense of nationalism.88  

The content of each chapter Part II is designed to encourage an examination of the place of the 

aksak within the national piano tradition of each country and also, to provoke a comparison 

between composers’ individual approaches to this folk element in their solo piano music.   

88 The subject of nation and the sense of nationalism have been discussed and reconsidered in the recent years by the 

Jewish-British historian Eric Hobsbawm. His book ‘Nations and Nationalism Since 1780: Programme, Myth 

Reality’ observes a gradual fading of nationalism after the French Revolution. The author points out the 

transformation of nationalism from a political movement to a mass ideology, based on a belief. According to 

Hobsbawm nationalism is artificially created and influenced by factors such as ethnicity, religion and historical 

tradition.   
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Chapter Three: Individual approaches to aksak in the piano music of the 

Hungarian composers Béla Bartók and György Ligeti  

Although accepted as a part of the Eastern Bloc,89 geographically and historically Hungary has 

been close to Central Europe and this fact has profoundly influenced its musical development. The 

origin of the Hungarian tradition in classical music dates back to the mid-nineteenth century and 

is associated with Franz Liszt (1811–1886). Following the liberation of the country from Ottoman 

rule in 1867, Hungary became part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and established its relations 

with Central Europe. This period is associated with the formation of the national musical identity, 

which continued during the first decades of the twentieth century through Bartók and Kodály. 

After the separation of the Empire in 1918, the capital city Budapest became a central location in 

musical and cultural life, and Hungarian musical life developed further towards the Western 

musical tradition. The invasion of Hungary by the Nazis and the Soviets during the 1940s had a 

devastating impact on the country, and in 1947 it officially became an allied republic to the Soviet 

Union. As a consequence, in the late 1940s, the norms of Socialist Realism were applied to musical 

development in Hungary and the country had to adapt quickly to this change. Due to these political 

events and its geographic placement, Hungary developed a unique musical style – synthesising the 

Western European musical traditions with Soviet music. With regard to the piano school, Hungary 

possesses a long tradition that started with the pianism of Franz Liszt and was continued by 

distinguished pianists and composers such as Béla Bartók, György Sébők, György Cziffra, Géza 

Anda, György Sándor, Lili Kraus and Annie Fischer.90 

89The Eastern Bloc includes all the communist countries from Central and Eastern Europe, which were defined with 

the Warsaw Pact. These include: East Germany, Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Albania and 

Yugoslavia.  
90Sandra Doan, “The Hungarian School of Pianism: The Makings of a Pianist,” AY 2005-2006: 217-218, accessed 

May 2019, http://www.fulbright.hu/book4/sandradoan.pdf.  

http://www.fulbright.hu/book4/sandradoan.pdf
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3.1. Béla Bartók: Compositional style and influences 

Béla Viktor János Bartók (1881–1945) was born in Nagyszentmiklós, in the region of 

Transylvania, and grew up in Pozsony, in today’s Slovenia. His musical education started with 

piano and harmony lessons from László Erkel (1845–1896) and continued at the Music Academy 

in Budapest (later, in 1925, renamed the ‘Liszt Academy of Music’), under the guidance of Ernő 

Dohnányi (1877–1960). Upon his graduation, Bartók met with Zoltán Kodály and together they 

commenced a lifelong project of investigating the folk music of Eastern Europe. This played a 

significant role in Bartók’s further development as a composer. In the years between 1907 and 

1934, Bartók taught at the Budapest Academy of Music and during this time he composed most 

of his stage works: the opera Duke Bluebeard’s Castle (1911), the ballet The Wooden Prince 

(1914–16) and the pantomime The Miraculous Mandarin (1918–19). Meanwhile, he continued 

actively researching the folk music traditions of the countries of the region and conducted 

numerous field trips to collect music, elements of which he incorporated into his original 

compositions. In 1940, due to the unstable political situation in Europe, Bartók emigrated to the 

United States. He became a research assistant at Colombia University in New York City (1941). 

Among his last compositions were the Concerto for Orchestra (1943), the Violin Sonata (1944) 

and the Piano Concerto no. 3 (1945), completed before his death in 1945.91  

Bartók’s compositional style developed gradually throughout his career: his earlier compositions 

were highly influenced by the orchestral music of the late Romantic composers and the French 

Impressionists, while his mature works show his highly individualistic compositional language. 

In this study, I focus on two of the most distinctive characteristics of his original compositional 

91Malcolm Gillies, “Bartók, Béla,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed

May 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40686pg1. 

http://www.britannica.com/biography/Ernst-von-Dohnanyi
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Ernst-von-Dohnanyi
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40686pg1
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style that relate to his use of aksak in piano composition: the inclusion of folk elements in his 

compositions and his experiments with rhythmic and metric variety.  

The incorporation of folk elements in original compositions was inspired by Bartók’s extensive 

ethnomusicological work. During his lifetime, he collected, transcribed and analysed more than 

ten thousand folk melodies, which have been categorised into two main groups: those from 

Hungary and the neighbouring countries (Romania, Slovakia and later Bulgaria and Yugoslavia); 

and those from distant countries (Arabia, North Africa and Turkey). With this enormous 

collection, Bartók established the field of ethnomusicology.92 His initial inspiration was a 

Transylvanian folk song, which he heard in 1904, performed by the singer Lidi Dósa. Bartók 

notated the song and this became a turning point in his career.93 Through investigating folk 

music, the composer acquired a deep understanding of the melodic and rhythmic specifics of the 

collected melodies and began experimenting with incorporating folk elements into original 

compositions at an early stage of his career. Initially, he wrote original piano accompaniments 

for the folk melodies, which aimed to underline the originality and musical quality of the folk 

songs as seen in the first examples: Transylvanian Székely song ‘Piros Alma’ [Red Apple] BB 34 

(DD C8/Sz 30) and the cycle Hungarian Folksongs BB 37 (Sz 29/W –).94 Later, he developed 

different ways of including folk material in his compositions, which he published in the essay 

‘The Influence of Peasant Music on Modern Music’ (1931). Three main ways of using peasant 

92The first group consisted of the Slovak collection of 3223 melodies (1920), the Hungarian collection of 2721 items 

(1920) and the Romanian collection of 3500 melodies (1908–1917). The second group consisted of his collections of 

Arab and Turkish folk music: in June 1913, Bartók had travelled to Algeria, Northern Africa and collected Arab and 

Berber folk melodies from the region of Biskra. See: Rawin Panyaniti, “Bartók as Ethnomusicologist and Composer: 

Folk Music and Art Music Influences on his Musical Language” (PhD diss., University of Hong Kong, 1998), 55, 

accessed May, 2019, http://hub.hku.hk/bitstream/10722/33957/1/FullText.pdf?accept=1.  
93Malcolm Gillies, “Bartók, Béla,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 

May 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40686pg1. 
94“Béla Bartók’s Compositions,” Bartók Archives, Hungarian Folksongs (1st series), nos. 1–4, for voice and piano

(c1904–1905), last modified 2016, accessed July 5, 2016, http://www.zti.hu/bartok/ba_en_06_m.htm?0101.  

http://hub.hku.hk/bitstream/10722/33957/1/FullText.pdf?accept=1
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40686pg1
http://www.zti.hu/bartok/ba_en_06_m.htm?0101
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music materials in modern music are presented in this essay: the first is based on direct quotation 

of the folk material – by taking an original folk melody and slightly changing it by adding 

original motifs; the second is via writing a completely original folk melody in folk style; the third 

is by evoking a folk atmosphere through the use of folk elements, without the presence of any 

folkloric melody.95 Bartók used and developed these three approaches to folk sources throughout 

his creative life and set the first example of its kind. His work on these methods has influenced 

the formation of other countries’ national musical styles, which are based on folk elements such 

as specific folk intonations, modes and rhythms of the region and contemporary compositional 

techniques. One of the most prominent examples of his influence in this sense was the formation 

of a national style in Turkey and Saygun’s music.96  

With regard to the second chief characteristic of Bartók’s style – his work with rhythmic and 

metric variety – the Hungarian scholar János Kárpáti introduced the term ‘alternative bar 

structures’, which refers to the use of uneven time signatures, combinations of different metres 

and tempo changes.97 Kárpáti chronologically analyses the existence of these structures 

throughout the composer’s creative life, and notes asymmetrical rhythmic divisions in earlier 

works such as the String Quartet F major (1898)98 and the Piano Quintet (1903–4).99 Both 

examples have an irregular rhythmic division of 2+2+2+3, presented over three bars of 3/4 

95 Béla Bartók, “The Influence of Peasant Music on Modern Music,” Tempo, no. 14 (1949): 20-23, accessed 

February 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/943852. See also: Béla Bartók, “The Influence of Peasant Music on 

Modern Music,” in Béla Bartók Essays, ed. Benjamin Suchoff (Lincoln: Nebraska, University of Nebraska Press, 

1992), 341-344.  
96Emre Araci, “Life and Works of Ahmed Adnan Saygun” (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 1999), 51-54, 

accessed April, 2019, https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7680.  
97 János Kárpáti, “Alternative Bar Structures in Bartók's Music,” Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum 

Hungaricae 47, no.2 (June 2006): 131, accessed May, 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25598247.  
98“Béla Bartók Compositions,” Bartók Archives, String Quartet BB 17 (DD 56), unpublished, parts: Allegro, 

Adagio, Scherzo Vivace, Adagio – Allegro, accessed June 30, 2016, 

http://www.zti.hu/bartok/ba_en_06_m.htm?0105.  
99“Béla Bartók Compositions,” Bartók Archives, Piano Quintet BB 33 (DD 77/W 7), accessed June 2016,

http://www.zti.hu/bartok/ba_en_06_m.htm?0105. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/943852
https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7680
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/K$e1rp$e1ti,+J$e1nos/$N?accountid=14245
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25598247
http://www.zti.hu/bartok/ba_en_06_m.htm?0105
http://www.zti.hu/bartok/ba_en_06_m.htm?0105
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regular metre, which foreshadows an asymmetrical pulsation.100 Another example of the 

innovative use of rhythm is in Elegy no. 2 BB 49 (Sz 41/W 21), where Bartók experimented with 

breaking the symmetrical pulsation through frequent changes of metre and tempo indications. 

This is considered the beginning of his interest in metric irregularity. In the second Elegy the 

variety of metres (3/4+1/8+7/8+3/4+4/4) is supported by different tempo indications such as 

‘molto adagio’, ‘sempre rubato (quasi improvisando)’, which give the performer much freedom 

in the interpretation of the piece.101 Bartók’s ‘alternative bar structures’ can also be seen in the 

cycle Fourteen Bagatelles BB 50 (Sz 38/W 18) (1908), which was inspired by Hungarian and 

Slovakian folklore.102 Notable examples with regard to the use of these metres are piece no. 12, 

in which the two metres 5/8 and 9/8 are combined with complex rhythmic patterns (Figure 5), 

and the hemiolas in the last piece (Waltz) (Example 6).103 Kárpáti also outlined the significance 

of the cycle Sketches and defined the use of irregular metres in Etude no. 3 as an ‘extreme 

case’.104  

100 Kárpáti, “Alternative Bar Structures in Bartók’s Music,” 131. 
101 

Kárpáti, 130. 

102 The fourteen pieces were influenced by the folklore of Slovakia and Hungary. Hungarian vocal folk music is 

influenced by the strophic structure of its text as determined by the Hungarian language. Two rhythmic styles have 

been outlined in this music: parlando-rubato and giusto. The parlando-rubato style is more likely to be related to 

the rhythm of the text and it sets the direction of the musical metre. In this style, the appearance of asymmetrical 

structures in the text influences the music significantly. This feature Bartók defined as ‘frozen rubato’. See: 

Michaela Eremiasova, “Fourteen Bagatelles for Piano op. 6: No. I, III, IV, V, VI, VIII, and XI” (PhD diss., 

University of Rochester, New York, 2011), 7-8, accessed June 10, 2016 

http://ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/888459850?accountid=14245.  
103 Kárpáti, “Alternative Bar Structures in Bartók's Music,” 130.  
104Kárpáti, 137.  

http://ezproxy.utas.edu.au/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/888459850?accountid=14245
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Figure 5: B. Bartók – Piece No.12 from Fourteen Bagatelles op. 6 bars 1-4. 

Figure 6: B. Bartók – Piece no. 14 (‘Waltz’) from Fourteen Bagatelles op.6 bars 88-94. 
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3.2. Application of the aksak in Bartók’s solo piano music 

Bartók left a great contribution to the popularisation of this folk phenomenon worldwide with the 

essay ‘The So-called Bulgarian Rhythm’ (1936) and with the cycle Six Dances in Bulgarian 

Rhythm (1938). In the essay, Bartók defined the specifics of the phenomenon, commented on its 

origin and examined the psychological effects of its performance and perception. In 1936, during 

his trip to Turkey, Bartók discovered these rhythms in Anatolian folklore and raised the 

difference in terminology with the Turkish composer Ahmed Adnan Saygun, who insisted on the 

Turkish term ‘aksak rhythms’ in reference to the asymmetrical metres in the folk music of the 

region.105 Bartók’s contribution is evident in the fact that today’s Western musicology closely 

relates this phenomenon with his name, and perhaps secondary - with Eastern European folk 

music or with Turkish musical heritage.  

Commenting on Bartók’s use of the aksak as a folk element in his piano works, it is essential to 

note that it is an external source that he explored through his ethnomusicological research. 

Although they exist in Hungarian folk music, they are not a significant part of its tradition, only a 

rare phenomenon. Bartók initially explored aksak in the folk music of Kilyénfalva, Transylvania: 

in 1907, he notated a song in 8/8 metre, which was asymmetrically divided into three different-

in-length groups (2+3+3) and which included the tempo indication ‘giusto’ (Figure 7). Although 

rare in Hungarian folklore, three years later Kodály found another two songs in asymmetrical 

metres in the same region (Figure 8).106 

 
105In December 1935, László Rásonyi (at that time professor at the University of Ankara) invited Bartók to visit 

Turkey. In response, the Hungarian composer offered a program that included a concert with orchestra, compiling a 

folk music collection and lectures on the development of Turkish music. Prior to his trip, Bartók was familiar with 

some of the specifications of the Turkish folk music, and his expectations were to find similarities between Old 

Hungarian music and Old Turkish music. He arrived in Istanbul in November 1936 and shortly after, he commenced 

his trip to Eastern Anatolia.  
106János Kárpáti, 131.  

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/K$e1rp$e1ti,+J$e1nos/$N?accountid=14245
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Figure 7: Song in 8/8 asymmetrical metre, found by Bartók in 1907. 

 

Figure 8: Two songs found by Kodály in 1910. 

 

 

Five years later, Bartók investigated a collection of eight Bulgarian folk songs with asymmetrical 

metres, which was his first contact with Bulgarian music.107 It was not until 1918 that he 

transcribed another Hungarian song in 7/8 metre – Borbála Angoli (Figure 9) and wrote a letter to 

his wife sharing his exploration:  

For the moment being … I have harmonised 7 songs from the ones collected in the summer, 

including the famous Borbála Angoli of Róza Ökrös. I recommend you listen to it, because 

to hear something like this in Hungarian, what is more in the middle of the great Plain and 

furthermore in 7/8 time, is truly sensational.108  

Bartók included the theme of this song in the piano piece ‘Ballade’ from the cycle Fifteen 

Hungarian Peasant Songs Sz 71 BB 79, using the method of direct quotation of the folk material 

 
107Benjamin Suchoff, “Volume Four,” in Bartók’s Mikrokosmos: Genesis, Pedagogy, Style (Lanham: Scarecreow 

Press, 2002), 138. 
108Janos Kárpáti, 131. 
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(Figure 9). The work is in the form of a theme and variations, in which the theme follows the 

rhythmic structure of the folk example, while the variations include different regular metres such 

as 3/2 and 6/8. 

Figure 9: Hungarian folk song – Borbála Angoli.109 

Figure 10: B. Bartók – ‘Ballade’ from Fifteen Hungarian Peasant Songs, bars 1-4. 

This metric phenomenon continued to be an interesting topic for Bartók, being an inspiration for 

both his ethnomusicological and compositional work. Suchoff discusses a link between Bartók’s 

exploration of these metres in Bulgarian music in 1912 and his investigations into Romanian 

folklore: the existence of this phenomenon in Romanian music had encouraged Bartók to revise 

his eight transcriptions of Bulgarian vocal melodies from 1912. Upon the discovery that about 

5% of the Romanian materials were in 9/16, he assumed they were derived from Bulgarian types 

of metre and commenced a detailed analysis of Bulgarian rhythms.110  

109 “Folklore and Avant-garde,” Bartók Virtual Exhibition, accessed June 20, 2016, 

http://www.zti.hu/bartok/exhibition/en_P5.htm. 
110Benjamin Suchoff, “Volume Four,” 138. 

http://www.zti.hu/bartok/exhibition/en_P5.htm
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The investigation of Romanian folklore concluded with two collections of Romanian folk songs 

– the first one was published in 1913, and subsequently he started a collection of Colindă

(Romanian Christmas songs), which was published in 1935.111 By the time of actual publication, 

Bartók was familiar with Vasil Stoin’s publication on Bulgarian rhythms, had commenced his 

own investigation on the topic and had identified a certain pattern between the durations in the 

beats. He refers to the phenomenon as ‘Bulgarian’ in the introduction to the Colindă collection:  

Special mention is required for those rhythmic patterns which show a division into 

sixteenth notes, and which are called ‘Bulgarian’ because they often appear in 

Bulgarian folk music of every kind … It seems desirable to investigate the question: 

In these melodies, are we not dealing with merely accidental shortenings or 

lengthenings of note values on the part of the performer? Since this kind of rhythm 

is sung throughout the entire region of Hunedoara and, occasionally, also in Mures-

Turda and Bihor, we must say ‘no’ to the above question.112 

The American ethnomusicologist Timothy Rice, a specialist in Bulgarian folklore, identified 

three ways in which Bartók responded to the ‘Bulgarian rhythm’: as a composer starting to use 

them as a ‘structural device’ for his works; as an ethnomusicologist – revising his Colindă 

collections and renaming the rhythms as ‘Bulgarian’; and as a folklorist, in his reflections on the 

psychological basis of these rhythms.113 A prominent example of his use as a ‘structural device’ 

is seen in the piano cycle Romanian Christmas Carols Sz 57 BB 67, composed after the first 

111The Colindă Collection consisted of 454 melodies and was completed in 1926, but not published until 1935. 

Bartók worked on it together with the Romanian ethnomusicologist Constantin Brăiloiu, who was one of the main 

researchers of the aksak rhythms. See: Malcolm Gillies and Adrienne Gombocz, “The ‘Colinda’ Fiasco: Bartók and 

Oxford University Press,” Music & Letters 69, no. 4 (Oct 1988): 491, accessed May 2019, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/854899. 
112Kárpáti, “Alternative Bar Structures in Bartók's Music,” 132.  
113Timothy Rice, “Béla Bartók and Bulgarian Rhythm,” in Bartók Perspectives: Man, Composer and 

Ethnomusicologist, ed. Elliott Antokoletz, Victoria Fischer and Benjamin Suchoff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2000), 198.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/854899
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Colindă collection. The cycle consists of twenty short miniatures, organised into two sets, which 

can be performed separately. The pieces are inspired by Romanian folk songs, and include a 

wide range of different metres. The folkloric character of the music is very explicit – according 

to Ingrid Arauco, the cycle represents one of the finest examples of composition based on folk 

material. Arauco also points out that the tempo indications in the cycle are similar to the actual 

Christmas carols – with predominantly ‘tempo giusto’, which in many cases accompanies 

‘rhythms of unequal values’.114  

With regard to the unequal values, the Hungarian scholar János Kárpáti states that this cycle 

represents the first use of the irregular alteration of bar structures and that the miniatures obtain 

an ‘inner asymmetrical articulation’.115 In another source, Kárpáti suggests a link between the 

application of asymmetrical metres in the piano pieces and the asymmetry of stanzas in the 

actual Christmas carols. This suggestion is based on the structural similarities he found between 

speech and melody. An example of structural similarities is the two- or three-line stanza of the 

Romanian Colindă, which remained the same in Bartók’s piano compositions. Kárpáti also 

reports that some corrections of the notation of the metres occurred after Bartók had read Stoin’s 

article.116 Composed relatively early, the notation of asymmetrical metres is presented through 

the combination of different regular metres and rarely notated with uneven time signatures 

(Figure 11). The twenty pieces contain a variety of metres and combinations of different metres 

over multiple bars.  

114Ingrid Arauco, “Bartók's Romanian Christmas Carols: Changes from the Folk Sources and Their Significance,” 

The Journal of Musicology 5, no. 2 (1987): 122, accessed May 13, 2017, https://www.jstor.org/stable/763851.  
115János Kárpáti, 133.  
116János Kárpáti, “Piano Works of the War Years,” in The Bartók Companion, ed. Malcolm Gillies (Portland, 

Oregon: Amadeus Press, 1994), 151.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/763851
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Figure 11: B. Bartók – Piece no. 7 from Romanian Christmas Carols, bars 1-3. 

 

Bartók’s approach to the aksak here illustrated the first way of incorporating folk elements into 

original compositions – that is, direct quotation of the folk material. The folk origin of these 

piano miniatures is expressed via the presence of clear melodies, which appear unchanged in 

different registers of the piano. It could perhaps be called a ‘melodic aksak’ as the melodic lines 

remain very explicit throughout the whole cycle. Furthermore, the textual separation between 

melody and accompaniment is very clear, which enables the listener to easily follow the different 

lines and also allows comparison between the themes and the original Christmas carol melodies. 

The use of a simple harmonic language and rich ornamentation underlines the melodic nature of 

the miniatures.   

Bartók’s use of the aksak in his solo piano music is also exemplified in miniatures from the large 

piano cycle Mikrokosmos (1938). The album remains a comprehensive reflection of the 

composer’s folk music research and in particular, his work on incorporating folk elements in 

original piano compositions. Following the exploration of the aksak and the publication of the 

Romanian Christmas Carols in 1915, Bartók returned to this phenomenon, including it in eight 

piano pieces entitled ‘In Bulgarian Rhythm’: no. 113 and no. 115, published in vol. 4 of 

Mikrokosmos, and the Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm (nos. 148–153), published in vol. 6. The 
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finest examples of aksak, they have been considered ‘lessons in Bulgarian rhythmic 

constructions’ as well as ‘a guide to the frequently used metres and asymmetrical structures.’117 

The miniatures possess two of the distinguishing characteristics of Bulgarian folk music: an 

asymmetrical metric structure and a fast tempo. The use of aksak in Mikrokosmos is in reference 

to Bulgarian dance folklore. Scholars have pointed out the use of quavers, instead of the 

temporal unit of semiquavers, which is typical for Bulgarian melodies.118 Yet, when combined 

with fast tempo indications, Bartók’s dances imitate the character of Bulgarian dance folklore. In 

contrast to the Romanian Christmas Carols, they are composed using the second method of 

composing with folk elements: by creating original melodies in a folk style. Exceptions to this 

are no. 113, which is based on a Hungarian folk melody,119 and no. 115, which includes an 

authentic Bulgarian melody.120 In those two examples Bartók applied the simple asymmetrical 

metres consisting of two and three beats. They aim to introduce the phenomenon and prepare the 

pianist for the set of Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm, published in vol. 6 of the cycle.121  

The Hungarian scholar László Vikárius has analysed the placement and order of the Bulgarian 

rhythms within Mikrokosmos and concluded there is a gradual appearance of the element. In this 

analysis of Bartók’s manuscripts, the author notes the importance of some of the exercises, 

published in the Appendix, that aim to contribute to understanding the asymmetrical structures. 

For example, Bartók placed exercise no. 31, which is in 7/4, prior to the two exercises for the 

 
117 Damjana Bratuž, “Béla Bartók – a Centenary Homage,” last modified October 2015, accessed February 9, 2019, 

http://www.damjanabratuz.ca/essays/bartok/bartok_centenary.htm.  
118 László Vikárius, “Bartók’s Bulgarian Dances and Order of Things,” Studia Musicologica 53, no. 1/3 (2012): 56-

57, accessed May 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23488442. See also: Damjana Bratuž, “Béla Bartók – a 

Centenary Homage”. 
119Benjamin Suchoff, “Volume Four,” 138. 
120 Damjana Bratuž, “Béla Bartók – a Centenary Homage”. 
121 The collection initially consisted of five dances and was called Five Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm. Later, Bartók 

added the sixth piece, which became the fifth to the set. It was first performed in 1938. Almost two years later, 

Bartók again performed five Bulgarian dances. Meanwhile, he mentioned the existence of seven dances in letter.  

Bartók performed the Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm as a set for the first time in 1940.  

http://www.damjanabratuz.ca/essays/bartok/bartok_centenary.htm
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23488442
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Bulgarian rhythm 7/8 (32–33).122 Piece no. 113 possesses a two-voice texture, with a clearly 

distinguished melody and accompaniment. The time signature shows 7/8 with a grouping of 

2+2+3, recalling the typical Bulgarian folk dance rachenitsa. It is interesting to note that the 

articulation in the introductory bars, and the melodic groupings in the accompaniment, follow 

and underline the asymmetrical grouping of the metre (Figure 12).  

Figure 12: B. Bartók – Piece no. 113 from Mikrokosmos vol. 4, bars 1-6. 

 

The second example from vol. 4 (piece no. 115) is in 5/8 metre, which corresponds to the 

Bulgarian paidushko dance (Figure 13). Vikárius suspects it was originally composed as an 

exercise, due to its shortness and the fact that it was placed on the same page with the two 

exercises. Although the tempo indication is presented as 4+1 (a minim and a quaver), the 

grouping of the metre as 3+2 is obviously outlined by the rhythmic structure of the left hand, 

through repetitive dotted crotchets and crotchets. 

 
122László Vikárius, 56-57.  
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 Figure 13: Bartók – Piece no. 115 from Mikrokosmos vol. 4, bars 1-5. 

In his article, Vikárius also discusses the order of the eight pieces and the chronology of their 

composition. The following table illustrates five different stages of the integration of these pieces 

within the large cycle of Mikrokosmos (Figure 14).  

Figure 14: Stages of ordering the pieces in ‘Bulgarian rhythm’ in Mikrokosmos suggested by 

László Vikárius. 

The author also identified three main events around Bartók’s use of Bulgarian rhythm: the initial 

composition of the Five Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm (1937); their first performance in London 

(1938) and the public lecture entitled ‘The So-called Bulgarian Rhythm’, which Bartók gave in 

April 1938.123 These pieces are the last and most challenging pieces from the piano cycle 

Mikrokosmos. They include the following four types of asymmetrical metres: 5/8, 7/8, 8/8 and 

123 László Vikárius, 56-57. 
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9/8, with the last two metres repeated in two pieces each. In the article ‘Bartók’s Bulgaria: Folk 

Music Collection and Balkan Social History’, Donna Buchanan published the following table, 

which illustrates the connection between each of these pieces with Bulgarian dance (Figure 

15).124

Figure 15: Bulgarian folk dances (horo) in the asymmetrical metres used by Bartók. 

With the pieces that were written with a reference to dance folklore, Bartók used his second 

method of incorporating folk elements – that is, he created original compositions in a folk style. 

There are a few observations that can be made on the basis of his application of the aksak in 

these pieces. The first is that he approached it in combination with late-Romantic compositional 

devices, as seen in Dance no. 1. (Figure 16). This is exemplified by the changes of tempo and the 

multilayered texture in the middle section. A folkloric reference remained in the presence of 

aksak and in the main theme with its rhythmic structure (quaver and dotted crotchet) being 

borrowed from the parlando.  

124Donna Buchanan, “Bartók’s Bulgaria: Folk Music Collecting and Balkan Social History,” International Journal 

of Musicology 9 (2000): 67, accessed May, 2019, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43858001.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/43858001
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Figure 16: B. Bartók – Piece no. 149 from Mikrokosmos vol. 6, bars 3-5. 

 

The second dance (Dance no. 149) introduces the asymmetrical metre with a toccata-like pattern, 

which serves as a driving force throughout the entire piece. A similar approach, with regard to 

the toccata, is seen in the last piece (Dance no. 153), which is much more developed in terms of 

form and pianism. The fast third piece (Dance no. 150) captures its folkloric origin through the 

use of the melody with short amplitude, the harmonic intervals and the ostinato. This is a fast-

moving, folk-like melodic approach to the aksak. In the fourth piece (Dance no. 151), he 

demonstrates an experimental use of the folk element through the clear Western influences and 

use of the actual metre. Positioned in a mirror-type rhythmical structure, the syncopation 

conveys an American influence (Figure 17). 

Figure 17: B. Bartók – Piece no. 151 from Mikrokosmos vol. 6, bars 1-4. 
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In piece no. 152, Bartók introduced what would become a common approach to the aksak: 

articulation serving as a tool to enhance the asymmetrical sense of the metre. As seen in Figure 

18, there are two types of touch for the two types of beats – respectively a staccato for the short 

beats and a legato for the extended beat of the top voice, adding a different sound quality to the 

beat. This approach has been taken and used by other composers, as will be demonstrated later in 

this study. 

Figure 18: B. Bartók – Piece no. 152, from Mikrokosmos vol. 6 bars 1-3. 

 

The above discussed works remain the finest examples of the application of the aksak as a folk 

element in Bartók’s solo piano music. Following the completion of Mikrokosmos, Bartók left 

Hungary and emigrated to the United States. In 1949, Hungary accepted the Communist Regime: 

Socialist Realism was applied to the arts and any Western tendencies were banned, which 

profoundly affected the musical development of the country and Bartók’s legacy. According to 

the principles of Socialist Realism, the application of folk elements in classical compositions was 

highly important: its presence would allow all classes of society to engage with the music, and 

thereby overcome class differences. The inclusion of folk elements became compulsory and they 

were seen as a link between ‘serious’ and ‘light’ music.125  

 
125Melita Milin, “Socialist Realism as an Enforced Renewal of Musical Nationalism,” in Socialist Realism and 

Music, ed. Mikuláš Bek, Geoffrey Chew and Petr Macek (Prague: Musicological Colloquium at the Brno 

International Music Festival, 2001): 39-40. 
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Upon the arrival of the Zhdanov Doctrine in Hungary,126 Bartók’s music was in danger of being 

considered formalistic and therefore banned. The main argument for preserving his legacy 

became his use of folk elements, which matched the attitude to folklore promoted by Socialist 

Realism. Thus, the inclusion of folk music became deciding factor that Bartók’s style was not far 

from the principles of Socialist Realistic music. However, upon resolution of the matter, the 

Party officials proclaimed a ban on broadcasting some of Bartók’s works between the years 1948 

and 1956.127 The banned works included the Three Etudes, but a selection of Romanian 

Colindăs was performed. Unfortunately, there is no document reporting the status of the Six 

Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm, but the fact that they are not in the broadcasted list allows the 

assumption that they were not highly regarded.128  

 

3.3. György Ligeti: Compositional style and influences 

György Sándor Ligeti (1923–2006) is widely considered to be among the most significant avant-

garde composers of the second half of the twentieth century.  His life was significantly 

influenced by dramatic political events in Europe. Ligeti was born into a Jewish family in 

Dicsőszentmárton (now Tirnaveni) in Transylvania. He studied at the Conservatory in Kolozsvár 

under Ferenc Farkas, and in the meantime took composition lessons from Pál Kadosa in 

Budapest. During the Nazi invasion of Hungary, he was sent to a labour camp in Hungary and 

his family was deported to Auschwitz. In 1945, Ligeti resumed his studies and four years later 

 
126In 1948, Andrey Zhdanov, who was responsible for the development of the arts in Soviet Union, proclaimed a 

resolution – Zhdanovshchina – which was designed to control music development and to ensure the absence of 

formalistic tendencies. 
127 Danielle Fosler-Lussier, Music Divided: Bartók’s Legacy in Cold War Culture (Oakland: University of California 

Pres, 2007), 54.  
128Danielle Fosler-Lussier, 55. 
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graduated from the Franz Liszt Academy in Budapest, where he studied composition under 

Sándor Veress (1907–1992) – a pupil of Kodály and one of the leading Hungarian composers.129 

In the years between 1949 and 1953 there was a hardline Communist Regime in Hungary and 

musical life was entirely controlled by the Soviets. Ligeti’s teacher Veress left the country upon 

the announcement of Zhdanovshchina [Zhdanovism].130 After the Hungarian Uprising in 1956, 

Ligeti escaped from Communist Hungary to the West: first he travelled to Vienna and then he 

settled in Cologne, Germany. During his years in the West, Ligeti composed his first electronic 

works and gained international recognition. From 1958, he gave regular lectures at Darmstadt 

International Summer Course for New Music in Germany, and he became a guest lecturer in 

composition in Stockholm (1961–1972) and at Stanford University (1994-1996). From 1973 

until 1989, Ligeti was professor in composition at the University of Music and Theatre in 

Hamburg. He died in 2006 in Vienna, Austria.131  

According to Richard Steinitz, crossing the border of the Iron Curtain in 1956 divided Ligeti’s 

creative life into Eastern and Western periods.132 The Eastern period was highly influenced by 

the Hungarian musical tradition and the music of Bartók. Ligeti and colleagues – the Hungarian 

composers György Kurtág and Franz Sulyok – showed interest in modern musical tendencies. 

However, the political situation did not allow them to follow Western musical development. 

Ligeti himself explained:  

129Paul Griffiths, “Ligeti, György,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 

May 21. 2019, https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000016642.  
130Richard Steinitz, “The Making of the Man,” in György Ligeti: Music of the Imagination (London: Faber and 

Faber, 2003), 23. 
131Paul Griffiths, “Ligeti, György,” http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16642. 
132Richard Steinitz, 23.  

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000016642
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000016642
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16642
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We thought we’d continue the late-Bartók style pieces like his Third Piano 

Concerto and so we worked out a very naïve, free modal diatonicism.133  

According to Steinitz, Ligeti’s attitude to folk music formed during his earlier period in 

Budapest, and its foundations lay in the work of Bartók and Kodály. Living in the Socialist 

Realistic environment obligated him to write many arrangements of folk songs, but personally he 

took up a critical position regarding the inclusion of folk elements in compositions and was 

against the idea. Together with András Szőllősy, Rudolf Maros and Kálmán Halász, he 

established a unity called ‘Unitarians’134 – they stood away from the nationalistic folk movement 

in Hungary, opposed the norms of Socialist Realism and sided with a Western European 

orientation.135 The norms of Socialist Realism were applied to musical life in Hungary, and 

composers were encouraged to write music appropriate for the Party. This affected all Hungarian 

composers, including Ligeti, and at that time he produced the ‘expected choral songs’ and ‘music 

for the drawer’, which was not performed in public.136 Along with them, he composed the 

orchestral work ‘Youth Cantata’ (1949),137 which was highly criticised by the officials for the 

presence of ‘church fugue’138 and led Ligeti to being ‘accused of formalistic modernism.’139 

Soon after, he received a scholarship to study folklore in Romania. Ligeti conducted 

 
133Marina Lobanova, “Interviews” in György Ligeti: Style, Ideas, Poetics, trans. Marc Shuttleworth (Berlin: Verlag 

Ernst Kuhn, 2002), 378. 
134Unitarians was in honour of Bartok, who was Catholic, then atheist and then became a Christian again in the 

Unitarian church. 
135Marina Lobanova, 387.  
136Paul Griffiths, “Ligeti, György,” http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16642. 
137The cantata remained his largest work completed in Hungary. It consisted of three movements and the music was 

a mixture of affecting melody, contrapuntal academism and ‘embryonic cluster’ in the last movement. Promoting 

optimism, the cantata was highly appropriate for the upcoming ‘Festival of World Youth’. The festival was not 

announced as a Communist-sponsored event, but according to Ligeti, ‘The truth was hidden, and the propaganda 

was unbelievably clear’, which also is lesser-known. Ligeti was asked by his teacher Farkas to write a large work for 

choir and orchestra and to attend the festival. 
138Marina Lobanova, 393. 
139Richard Steinitz, 47. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16642
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ethnomusicological research in 1950, transcribing folk music collections from cylinders, and 

joined field trips collecting folk music (mostly by ear) in Covasint and Cluj.140  

During his first years in the West, Ligeti met Karlheinz Stockhausen and had the opportunity to 

explore contemporary musical tendencies, which set the direction for his further development as 

a composer. In 1958, he wrote his first electronic piece, ‘Artikulation’, followed by ‘Apparitions’ 

(1958–9), in which he experimented with orchestral clusters. The 1960s were marked by 

expanding his interests in relationships between tone-colour, harmony and melody. In 1961, 

Ligeti composed ‘Atmospheres’, using ‘micropolyphony’, a compositional style consisting of 

dense-textured canons moving in different tempos which are not separately recognisable. 

Following that, his interests moved to a combination of dense textures and rapid mechanical 

activity, seen in his ‘clocks and clouds’ approach and the work for female voices and orchestra, 

‘Clocks and Clouds’.141 In 1962, he completed one of his most famous works, ‘Poème 

Symphonique for 100 Metronomes’, and during the 1970s, he worked on his only opera, Le 

Grand Macabre (1974–7). The 1980s were marked by the exploration of world music and his 

extensive work on rhythmic and metric complexity, polyrhythms and polymetres. This interest in 

rhythmic complexity was inspired by the synthesis between sub-Saharan rhythms and the 

polyphony of the fourteenth century, the music of Conlon Nancarrow, jazz and some non-

musical sources such as Mandelbrot’s fractal geometry.142 

 

 
140Richard Steinitz, 28.  
141Paul Griffiths, “Ligeti, György,” http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16642. 
142 Attila Fodor, “Approaches to the Musical Time in Ligeti’s Work Through his Piano Etudes,” Studia Universitatis 

Babes-Bolyai Musica, 60, no. 1 (2015): 95, accessed 7 January, 2019, 

http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/eds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=2&sid=85b4b0bb-2240-4690-a497-

1616594a0ff3%40pdc-v-sessmgr01.  

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/16642
http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/eds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=2&sid=85b4b0bb-2240-4690-a497-1616594a0ff3%40pdc-v-sessmgr01
http://eds.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.utas.edu.au/eds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=2&sid=85b4b0bb-2240-4690-a497-1616594a0ff3%40pdc-v-sessmgr01
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3.4. Application of the aksak in Ligeti’s solo piano music 

Considering the above discussed Eastern and Western periods in Ligeti’s creative work, it is 

possible to outline the appearance of aksak in solo piano compositions from both periods. As a 

musical element, the aksak remained more external to the composer, rather than part of his 

heritage. As the previous section explained, the influence of Bartók on Ligeti’s first 

compositions was significant, and hence the inspiration behind his use of aksak is closely 

associated with Bartók’s music and the Hungarian musical tradition. In contrast, his further 

experiments with aksak in the West were motivated by the exploration of world music, more 

specifically the use of polyrhythm in African folklore. Apart from being an inspiration, these two 

factors formed Ligeti’s approaches to the aksak in his piano music, which will be analysed in the 

following paragraphs.  

The initial appearance of aksak was in ‘Capriccio no. 2’ from the Two Capriccios (1947), which 

were later considered his most successful compositions from the Hungarian period.143 Capriccio 

no. 2 possesses a great variety of asymmetrical metres, which change frequently throughout the 

piece. The opening consists of two periods of repeating rhythmic models in 5/8, 7/8 and 8/8 and 

the middle section is in 13/8. The use of different articulations in the opening corresponds with 

the type of beats: the extended beat is marked by tenuto and consists of one crotchet in the left 

hand and a group of linked semiquavers in the right hand. The short beats are presented with 

complementary semiquavers in staccato (Figure 19). This variety of touches additionally 

contributes to enhancing the ‘limping’ sense of the aksak. The same approach to articulation was 

seen earlier, in discussion of Bartók’s Bulgarian Dance no. 5. The American scholar Amy Bauer 

 
143Amy Bauer, “Review: Capriccio Nr. 1 (1947); Invention (1948); Capriccio Nr. 2 (1947) für Klavier by György 

Ligeti; Ricercare per organo (1953) by György Ligeti,” in Notes 51, no. 3 (1995): 1151, accessed February 3, 2019, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/899352.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/899352
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used the term ‘Bulgarian rhythm’ in reference to Ligeti’s use of the aksak in this piece, which 

further supports the influence of Bartók on Ligeti in this context.144  

Figure 19: G. Ligeti – Capriccio no. 2, bars 1-12. 

Chronologically, the next appearance of the aksak was in the harpsichord work ‘Hungarian Rock’ 

(1978),145 which is built on the repetition of a one-bar rhythmic pattern accompanied by a free, 

improvisatory melody in the right hand in 9/8 metre with a grouping of 2+2+3+2. According to 

Richard Steinitz, the appearance of a ‘Bulgarian’ time signature here in combination with the 

overall character of the piece conveys the spirit of rock music and Balkan folklore 

simultaneously.146 The author suggests an interesting line tracing Ligeti’s application of the aksak: 

144Amy Bauer, https://www.jstor.org/stable/899352. 
145The work was dedicated to the Polish harpsichordist Elisabeth Chojnacka. 
146Richard Steinitz, 249. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/899352
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the use of aksak in ‘Hungarian Rock’ (1978) becomes a model and successively appears in the 

second movement of the Trio for Violin, Horn and Piano (1982) and in his later Etude no. 4 

(‘Fanfares’) (1980). All three compositions are based on a one-bar ostinato pattern within aksak.147 

The chamber work Trio for Violin, Horn and Piano (1982) was composed after Ligeti’s valiant 

experiments during the 1960s and 1970s. It provoked confusion about Ligeti’s ideology and 

attitude to progressive music, because of its references to Hungarian folklore and its Classical-

Romantic parentage. Marina Lobanova interpreted the piece as Ligeti’s protest against the 

‘academism of the avantgarde’ expressed by searches for a ‘new simplicity’ or a ‘new 

Romanticism’. She also pointed out that the rhythmic principles of the Trio later developed in his 

piano Etudes and the Piano Concerto.148 Steinitz defined the appearance of 8/8 in the second 

movement as a ‘revision’ of the ostinato pattern in ‘Hungarian Rock’ and used the term aksak 

referring to Brăiloiu and Bartók.  

Following the suggested line of ostinatos in aksak from ‘Hungarian Rock’ and the Trio, Ligeti’s 

Etude no. 4 (‘Fanfares’) represents another example of the use of aksak. The work was highly 

influenced by Bartók and initially entitled ‘Bartoque’. It shares obvious similarities to Bartók’s 

Bulgarian Dance no. 1, which according to Steinitz ‘brilliantly demonstrates the difference 

between plagiarism and originality’.149 Both compositions are built on a repetitive scale-motif as 

an ostinato, accompanied by a melody, which has one voice in Bartók and harmonic intervals in 

‘Fanfares’. The idea of obsession of a repeating model in Bartók’s Bulgarian Dance is further 

developed by Ligeti in ‘Fanfares’, reaching a repetition of 217 times within the same work. Even 

147Richard Steinitz, 249. 
148Marina Lobanova, “Trio for Violin, Horn and Piano,” in György Ligeti: Style, Ideas, Poetics (Berlin: Verlag Ernst 

Kuhn, 2002), 254. 
149Richard Steinitz, 288.  
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though they used different aksak metres (9/8 in Bartók and 8/8 in Ligeti), a clear similarity in the 

groupings can be seen in the opening bars: the presence of a quaver rest in Bartók’s dance leads to 

the same pulsation of the semiquavers 3+2+3 (Figure 21). 

Figure 20: B. Bartók – Piece no. 148 from Mikrokosmos vol. 6, bars 1-5. 

 

Figure 21: G. Ligeti – Etude no. 4, ‘Fanfares’, bars 1-4. 

 

Apart from Bartók’s influence on the use of aksak, Ligeti’s Etudes remain one of the finest 

examples of the innovative use of rhythm and metre. Broadly, they are characterised by the 

coexistence of complex rhythmic structures, the breaking of metric pulsation, the expanding of 

bar-lines and high virtuosity. Amongst the ultimate inspirations for the development of 
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innovative approaches to rhythm and metre for Ligeti was his exploration of African folklore. 

During the 1970s, Roberto Sierra – a student of Ligeti in Hamburg – demonstrated his rare 

collections of world music from various places, including the Caribbean and Africa. Among 

these were recordings of the Banda-Linda tribe from the Central African Republic made by the 

Israeli–French ethnomusicologist Simha Arom.150 Ligeti was very inspired by the use of rhythms 

by this African group, which led him to further extensive experiments with polyrhythms. The 

essence of the African polyrhythms is in the simultaneous sound of different rhythmic layers, 

each of them repeating a simple rhythmic pattern. When sounded together they form an 

extremely complex rhythmic texture. This construction, Simha Arom compared with the human 

DNA.151 Ligeti used these rhythmic sources as a model in his Piano Concerto and in the three 

books of Piano Etudes.  

Commenting on Ligeti’s approaches to musical time in the Etudes, the Romanian scholar Attila 

Fodor outlined two basic time strategies: that of ‘asymmetrical continuities’ and ‘articulations of 

the continuities’. Within the asymmetrical continuities, Fodor outlined two forms of aksak – an 

explicit and implicit form, where ‘Fanfares’ is the only explicit form of aksak in Ligeti’s etudes. 

The asymmetrical pulsation of the aksak-ostinato is balanced with a relaxed layer of consonant 

intervals. The implicit form of aksak, which Fodor interprets as ‘constitutive asymmetrical 

patterns’, is present in five Etudes. In ‘Désordre’, Ligeti experiments with the asymmetrical 

relations between 2, 3 and 5.152 The opening bars show the continuation of quavers grouped as 3+5 

 
150In 1984, Ligeti met Simha Arom in Jerusalem and saw the original transcripts of this music and wrote the preface 

to Arom’s book African Polyphony and Polyrhythm. 
151Simha Arom, African Polyphony and Polyrhythm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).  
152Fodor, 100-101.  
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and at the same time the top voice possesses an arithmetical relation of 2 and 3, characteristic of 

the aksak. Thereby it builds parallel layers of different asymmetrical combinations: 3+5 and 2+3. 

As another example of implicit aksak, Fodor referred to Etude no. 13 (‘The Devil’s Staircase’) 

(Figure 22), which consists of asymmetrical rhythmical structures of 7, 9 and 11, built on small 

units of 2 and 3. 

Figure 22: G. Ligeti – Etude no. 1 ‘Desordre’ bars 1-3. 

 

At the end of Etude no. 14A, an asymmetrical progression of 3+2+2 is combined with another one 

of 3+2+2+2 in the last section. The aksak sense of the rhythm is very perceivable due to the long 

durations of crotchets and dotted crotchets. Another asymmetrical continuity can be seen in Etude 

no. 8 (‘Fem’) (Example 22), consisting of two different metre layers with interposed rests. Due to 

the different global values of these layers, their repetition results in a constantly changing 

asymmetry.153   

 

 

 
153Fodor, 101. 
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Figure 23: G. Ligeti – Etude no.13 ‘The Devil’s Staircase’, bar 1. 

In conclusion, Ligeti’s approach to the aksak in these works was motivated by two external 

factors: his Hungarian roots and Bartók’s music, and the exploration of world music and African 

polyrhythms. Although not based on the folk tradition, the appearance of the aksak in his earlier 

compositions relates to the national tradition, which is evident from the aksak-link, from 

Bartók’s Bulgarian Dance no. 1 through to Ligeti’s ‘Hungarian Rock’, ‘Trio for Horn, Violin and 

Piano’ and the piano Etude ‘Fanfares’. Bartók’s influence on Ligeti’s approach to the aksak is 

evident in the use of articulation – similarly to Bartók, he used this element to enhance the sense 

of asymmetrical pulsation, as seen in the Capriccio no. 2. Another reference to Bartók’s music is 

the complementary rhythm between both hands in the same piece, which relates to Bartók’s 

Bulgarian Dance no. 5 from Mikrokosmos. The influence of African folklore is exemplified in 

Etude no. 4 – similarly to the structure of the rhythmic layers in African music, the two melodic 

lines in both hands develop in a free, improvisatory manner, breaking the bar lines. The use of 

aksak also relates to the African tradition, as it belongs to some sub-Saharan folkloric regions, 
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where it is known as ‘African hemiola style’.154 With those two characteristics, the application of 

the aksak as a folk element perhaps supports Dániel Biró’s statement that Ligeti’s Etudes 

simultaneously look back to Transylvania and forward to Africa, and that his rhythms returned to 

their European roots via Africa.155   

154 Rose Brandel, “The African Hemiola Style,” Ethnomusicology 3, no. 3 (1959), 106-117. 
155 Dániel Péter Biró and W. Andrew Schloss, “Review: African Rhythms by Pierre-Laurent Aimard, György Ligeti, 

Steve Reich, Simha Arom,” Ethnomusicology 51, no. 1 (2007): 162-65, accessed January 5, 2019, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20174514. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20174514
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Chapter Four: Individual approaches to the aksak in the solo piano music 

of the Bulgarian composers Lubomir Pipkov and Vassil Kazandjiev 
 

Bulgarian professional music was established after the liberation of the country from the 

Ottoman Empire in 1878. In the years between 1890 and 1920, the first investigations of folk 

music commenced and, along with that, the first arrangements of folk songs were made. The 

inaugural brass orchestras and choirs were founded, mostly with the support of Czech musicians. 

The first generation of composers, Emanuil Manolov, Dobri Hristov, Maestro Georgi Atanasov 

and Panayot Pipkov, relied significantly on folklore and wrote predominantly vocal music, based 

on folk songs from the late nineteenth century.156 During the 1920s the process of integration of 

Marxist ideology in Bulgaria commenced with the field of musicology and later expended into 

composition, performance and musical education.157  

In the years between 1930 and 1960, composers such as Pancho Vladigerov, Petko Staynov and 

Lubomir Pipkov formed the second generation of Bulgarian composers. These composers 

developed the genre of instrumental music – Vladigerov wrote the first Piano Concerto (1918) 

and Violin Sonata (1929); Pipkov composed the first Piano Trio (1930) and worked in 

symphonic genres such as the symphonic poem, cantata, suite and rhapsody. In 1933, the first 

professional musical organisation was founded – the ‘Contemporary Music Society’ – which 

later became the ‘Union of Bulgarian Composers’. The main purpose of this organisation was to 

create a Bulgarian national music style and maintain its musical tradition.158  

 
156 Venelin Krastev, История на Българската Музика [History of Bulgarian Music] (Sofia: Prosveta, 1974), 224. 
157An important link between Bulgaria and Soviet music culture was the Bulgarian musicologist Dimitar Gachev. He 

was a student of Anatoly Lunacharsky in ‘The Institute of Red Professors’ in Moscow and one of the editors of 

RAPM [Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians] journals of musicology. Gachev participated in meetings 

with Bulgarian composers and became one of the main supporters of Soviet musicology in Bulgarian musical life. 
158 Venelin Krastev, 225. 
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The national style was born in the Socialist Realistic environment as the country became an 

allied republic to the Soviet Union in 1944 and developed under the influence of the Soviet 

musical culture. The quotation below summarises the expectations of the Soviet cultural 

politicians on composers:  

The fundamental task of Soviet composers, basing their work on the principles of 

socialist realism, is to express the leading ideas of the present time in a simple, 

natural musical language understandable to people but with all the powers of 

aesthetic influence.159   

According to this quotation, music has to present the ideas of the current time – that is to be 

realistic and to be clear and understandable for a wide audience. In support of that, Stalin added 

that Socialist music ‘ought to make use of the latest devices of musical techniques, but its idioms 

should be close to the masses, clear and accessible’. Two characteristics have been shown as 

appropriate to fulfill these requirements – music had to be tonal and to contain folk elements. 

The connection with the folklore tradition would guarantee understanding and acceptance from 

the masses and would thereby become ‘of the people’.160  

  

 
159Andrey Olkhovsky, “Soviet Musical Aesthetics in Theory and Practice,” in Music Under the Soviets: The Agony 

of an Art, (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1955), 50.  
160Neil Edmunds, “The Ambiguous Origins of Socialist Realism and Musical Life in Soviet Union,” in Socialist 

Realism and Music,ed. Mikuláš Bek, Geoffrey Chew and Petr Macek (Prague: Musicological Colloquium at the 

Brno International Music Festival, 2001), 117-8.  
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4.1. Lubomir Pipkov: Compositional style and influences 

Lubomir Pipkov (1904–1974) was a Bulgarian composer, pedagogue and journalist, and was one 

of the leaders in Bulgarian musical development between the 1930s and the 1970s. Pipkov was 

born into a musical family as the son of the Bulgarian composer Panayot Pipkov (1871–1942) 

and began his musical education in his hometown Lovech. Later, he was accepted at the Music 

School in Sofia and composed his first major work – 22 Variations for Piano.161 Pipkov obtained 

his bachelors degree at Ecole Normal de Musique in Paris, where he studied composition under 

Paul Dukas (1865–1935), piano with Yvonne Lefébure (1898–1986) and music history with 

Nadia Boulanger (1887–1979). During his years in France, the Bulgarian composer commenced 

the first attempts to include elements of folk music in his works. Examples are the Sonata for 

Violin and Piano (1929), the ballade ‘Конници’ [Horsemen] (1929) and the opera Yana’s Nine 

Brothers (1929–32), which remain the most important works from that period.162  

Upon his graduation, Pipkov returned to Bulgaria and was appointed as accompanist at the opera 

in Sofia. Working with singers provided him with an in-depth knowledge of vocal music and 

encouraged his interest in song, which influenced his creative life. Pipkov continued his career as 

artistic director of the National Opera and later became a Professor of Vocal Ensembles at the 

Music Academy in Sofia. Between 1945 and 1952, he served as secretary of the Bulgarian Choir 

Union and was awarded the prestigious Georgi Dimitrov prize in three successive years (1950, 

1951 and 1952). Pipkov remained one of the most prolific Bulgarian composers of his generation 

with his three operas, four symphonies, many instrumental and chamber works, songs, 

arrangements of folksongs and film music. Among his most important compositions are the 

 
161 In 1974, the school was renamed after him and is still known as National School of Music ‘Lubomir Pipkov’. 
162 Ivan Hlebarov, Творческата Еволюция на Любомир Пипков [Creative Evolution of Lubomir Pipkov] (Sofia: 

Artkoop, 1996), 130. 
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opera Yana’s Nine Brothers (1929–32), the vocal-orchestral work Oratorio for Our Time (1959), 

String Quartet no. 1 (1929), Piano Trio (1930)163 and the piano cycle Metro-Rhythmic Studios 

and Pictures (1969–71). Pipkov’s piano compositions include the shorter works Three Children 

Pieces (1925), Poem (1926), Bulgarian Suite (1928), Youth Album (1937), Pastoral (1944), 

‘Ancient Dance’ (1946), Prelude (1948) and Youth Collection (1956), and the cycles Spring 

Caprices (1971–72), From 1 to 15 (1973) and Children’s Joy (1973).164  

Pipkov’s compositional style was influenced his Western musical education and the musical 

environment in Bulgaria during the mid-twentieth century. His earlier compositions possess the 

characteristics of the Romantic style, specifically the music of Chopin, and his use of harmonic 

language was influenced by nineteenth-century Russian music. Perhaps the most important 

feature of his style is the inclusion of various folk elements in his compositions, which 

commenced while he was studying in France and developed further throughout his career. The 

appearance of folklore in Pipkov’s works and his treatment of this element was influenced by the 

norms of Socialist Realism and the importance of folklore within this aesthetic. Among the most 

frequently used folk elements were the asymmetrical metres, and he extensively experimented 

with folkloric rhythmic and metric variety in his compositions. However, Pipkov’s later works 

demonstrate a certain development towards Western tendencies, expressed again through his 

work with rhythms.  

163 In 1949, he performed his Piano Trio in Moscow with Leonid Kogan and Mstislav Rostropovich. 
164Lubomir Pipkov, Union of Bulgarian Composers, last modified 2016, accessed October 21, 2016, 

http://www.ubc-bg.com/en/composer/230.  

http://www.ubc-bg.com/en/composer/230
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4.2. Application of the aksak in Pipkov’s solo piano music  

The presence of aksak in Pipkov’s piano works was incited by the great variety of aksak rhythms 

in Bulgarian folk music. According to Hlebarov, his choice to work with them as a composer 

arose from an inner necessity and was associated with musical nationalism and the formation of 

a national musical style. Pipkov wrote solo piano works with aksak at different stages of his 

career as a composer: in the 1920s, the second half of the 1940s and the late 1960s.165 His 

approach to the element changed throughout the different periods, developing into a highly 

systematic and didactic use exemplified in his latest piano works. The idea of an absolute order 

is seen in the use of rhythms, in the forms of each miniature and in the structure of the large 

cycles. A general focus in his style manner is the relationship between metre and rhythm – the 

‘metro-rhythmic game’ – that involves placement of various rhythmic patterns within the 

asymmetrical metre and switching the places of the extended beats, while in the meantime 

sustaining a stable sense of the beats within the bar.  

The 1920s was a period of ‘working from a model’: when he was searching for an individual 

compositional language and began experimenting with folk elements.166 The aksak appeared in 

Pipkov’s String Quartet no. 1 (1928),167 Sonata for Violin and Piano (1929),168 the symphonic 

poem ‘Trakia’ and the ballade Конници [‘Horsemen’] (1929), as well as in his opera Yana’s 

Nine Brothers (1929–32).169 The use of aksak in the arias from the last example has been related 

to connections between the asymmetrical rhythms of Bulgarian speech and the asymmetry in the 

 
165Ivan Hlebarov, “Piano Music,” in Творческият свят на Любомир Пипков [The Creative World of Lubomir 

Pipkov] (Sofia: Artkoop, 2000), 18.  
166Ivan Hlebarov, 19.  
167Konstantin Iliev, Любомир Пипков. Mонография [Lubomir Pipkov. Monograph] (Sofia: Nauka i Izkustvo, 

1958), 12-13. 
168Konstantin Iliev, 20-21.  
169The opera was his most important composition of the time. With a libretto based on folklore ballades, it describes 

peasants’ life during Ottoman Rule (1339–1878). The music was inspired by Bulgarian folk melodies and rhythms. 
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music.170 His piano works from that period include Poem (1926), Bulgarian Suite op. 2 (1928) 

and Youth Album op. 14 (1937). The suite consists of six miniatures, two of them featuring the 

asymmetrical 7/8 and 8/8. Their use is in reference to traditional folk dances. According to 

Alexander Vassilenko, the suite can be considered an ‘ancestor’ of Pipkov’s later piano cycles on 

aksak: the miniatures present the melodic and rhythmic features of Bulgarian folklore within a 

simple pianistic texture.171  

The second period was marked by only two solo piano works: Pastoral op. 24 (1944) and 

‘Ancient Dance’ op. 26 (1946).172 Developing further his own compositional style, Pipkov 

explored a new treatment of the folk material: his approach to the 7/8 aksak in the Pastoral 

involved an escape from the dance-character of the metre, as well as from the slow folkloric 

melodies, yet the main theme contained folkloric intonations. The marking on the score states 

that the pianist should play ‘without emphasis on rhythm’ and Pipkov introduced his use of 

rubato in aksak, which he developed later in his larger cycles. In contrast, Pastoral includes the 

composer’s own lyricism, which moves away from the folk source. It is noted that in one of the 

manuscripts, the piece was in 3/4 metre, not in 7/8 aksak.173 ‘Ancient Dance’ is a virtuosic 

concert piece with heavy chordal textures and the harmonic language of the Romantic 

composers. Pipkov used a successive combination of two different metres – 5/8 and 9/8 –

throughout the entire piece. The theme originates from the folk song Мамо, моля ти се [Mother, 

I beg you]. Although not linked in a cycle, Pipkov often performed the two pieces together, 

 
170Konstantin Iliev, 30-31.  
171Alexander Vassilenko, “Късните Клавирни Сборници на Любомир Пипков: Интерпретационни и 

Педагогически Проблеми” [The Late Piano Albums of Lubomir Pipkov: Interpretational and Pedagogical 

Problems] (PhD diss., National Music Academy, Sofia, 2014, 16. 
172Ivan Hlebarov, “Piano Music,” 27-8.  
173Ivan Hlebarov, 27. 
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forming a pair that contrasted in character.174 The approach to the dance used here has been 

observed as a basis for Pipkov’s later piano works, such as ‘Burlesque’ and ‘Rhythms’, in terms 

of structure and piano texture.175  

Many scholars agree in defining the final period (late 1960s) as the ‘summary of Pipkov’s 

musical development’.176 In the years between 1967 and 1973, he composed a significant 

number of piano pieces in aksak, organised into four large cycles: Metro-Rhythmic Pictures and 

Studios op. 69 (1967) and op. 71 (1971), Spring Caprices (1971–72), From 1 to 15 (1973) and 

Children’s Joy (1973). The cycles have an important place in Bulgarian piano repertoire and are 

part of the education of pianists in the national music schools. Focusing on improving the 

rhythmic sense of young pianists, the pieces present a great variety of asymmetrical metres and 

combinations with different rhythms. Pipkov demonstrated a systematic approach to this idea, 

developing a table with all the existing metres and their rhythmic groupings in Bulgarian 

folklore. The table includes both regular and irregular metres, starting from 1/4 and finishing 

with 15/16, and was published in the preface to the piano cycle Spring Caprices. It was entitled 

‘Mendeleev’s Table of the Metres’, in reference to the famous Russian scientist.177  

Metro-Rhythmic Pictures and Studios is the largest cycle, organised in two opuses – op. 69 

(containing 12 pieces) and op. 71 (6 pieces). The Bulgarian scholar Hlebarov considered the 

album highly retrospective within Pipkov’s entire creative work and demonstrated certain links 

with the composer’s earlier compositions. For example, the use of materials from the composer’s 

childhood combined with innovative features such as the diatonic harmonisation of the folk 

174Ivan Hlebarov., 28.  
175Alexander Vassilenko, 16. 
176Ivan Hlevarov, “Piano Music,” 40.  
177Dimitri Mendeleev (1834–1907) was a Russian chemist and inventor who formulated the periodic law and created 

a periodical table of the chemical elements.  
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material (pieces no. 1, no. 7, no. 9), lyricism (pieces no. 2, no. 5 and no. 11) and toccata-like 

movements (piece no. 12).178 Hlebarov also suspects that the initial version of this cycle was 

written in the 1930s as Children’s Album, and later Pipkov came back to it and revised it during 

the 1960s under the name Ludus Rhythmicus. The final title came in 1971, when he composed 

the last piece, ‘Studio’, which became an inspiration to continue the cycle by writing six more 

pieces and including the missing metres.179 In terms of structure, the pieces are ordered by 

increasing difficulty, and the use of metres is limited to binary and ternary regular and irregular 

metres (2/4, 3/4, 3/8, 5/8 and 7/8). Only piece no. 9 is in 9/8, divided into four groups as 

2+2+2+3/8. The titles of the miniatures vary from programmatic titles to ones referring to folk 

dances and to popular forms in Western piano music.  

The pieces demonstrate a freer approach to musical timing and rhythm. For example, 

‘Impromptu’ is an impressionistic sound picture, achieved through a great variety of rhythm. The 

sense of freedom in terms of tempo and interpretation is obvious in this example. Overall, most 

of the pieces possess a Western influence rather than a folkloric one. An experimental approach 

to the aksak is seen in ‘Studio no. 1’: Pipkov uses a combination of two complex metres, 15/16 

and 13/8, which represent two different characters. The middle section provides a frequent 

shifting of the inner structure of the aksak via changing the types of grouping in every bar for 

three successive bars. The first bar is 2+3+3+2+3/8; the second bar is 3+2+3+2+3/8 and the third 

bar 3+2+3+3+2/8 (Figure 24). These variations in grouping within the same metre align with 

Pipkov’s idea of a metro-rhythmic game, but also provide evidence of the flexible nature of these 

asymmetrical metres.   

178Ivan Hlebarov, “The Summary,” in Творческата Еволюция на Любомир Пипков [The Creative Evolution of 

Lubomir Pipkov], (Sofia: Artkoop Press, 1996), 259. See also: Alexander Vassilenko, 9. 
179Ivan Hlebarov, 259. 
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Figure 24: L. Pipkov – Studio no.1 from Metro-Rhythmic Studios and Pictures op. 69, bars 52-54. 

The same piece demonstrates Pipkov’s continuously sustained manner of using aksak in pieces 

with complex metres. It consists of applying an identical, repetitive rhythmic structure over the 

asymmetrical metre. The example below demonstrates this approach: the metre is 15/16 with a 

grouping of 2+2+3+3+2+3 and the rhythmic structure of the theme clearly underlines each beat 

from the aksak. It is also combined in unisons as seen in the two examples below, or 

alternatively the theme is presented in octaves, fifths or fourths (Figure 25).  

Figure 25: L. Pipkov – Studio no.1 from Metro-Rhythmic Studios and  Pictures op. 69, bars 1-3. 
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Figure 26: L. Pipkov – Burlesque from Spring Caprices, bars 1-3.

 

The above example is taken from the cycle Spring Caprices – technically the most challenging 

cycle of sixteen pieces in different metres (Figure 26). The miniatures are ordered by increasing 

number of the time signatures, going from 2/4 up to 15/16, and conclude with the piece 

‘Rhythms’, which is a combination of frequently changing asymmetrical metres. This order 

corresponds to the composer’s idea of systematic order. As confirmed by many scholars, this 

cycle summarises Pipkov’s creative work, and his different approaches to the aksak can be seen 

within it: for instance, the use of 5/8 and 7/8 as a clear reference to the folk dances paidushko 

and rachenitsa is applied in piece no. 4 (‘Dance’) and the eponymous piece no. 7 (‘Rachenitsa’).  

Pipkov’s lyricism, which commenced during the 1940s with the piece ‘Pastoral’, developed 

further in this cycle. An example is in piece no. 8 in 8/8, also named ‘Pastoral’, which moves far 

away from the folkloric character and demonstrates Pipkov’s explorations into sonority through 

lyricism (Figure 27). The limping sense of the metre remains barely perceptible, due to a texture 

consisting of the frequent use of held notes and absence of an articulated melodic line, combined 
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with a slower tempo. The grouping of the metre remains as 3+2+3 throughout the entire piece 

and is sustained by the rhythmic pattern in the left hand, which however also consists of some 

lengthened notes in the middle section. Pipkov’s sonoristic effects include the use of the range of 

the keyboard and the use of pedal. The compilation of these components additionally contributes 

to its Western character. 

Figure 27: L. Pipkov – ‘Pastoral’ from Spring Caprices, bars 1-5. 

 

As outlined above, Pipkov used the relationship between rhythm and metre (metro-rhythm) as a 

leading idea in his work with aksak. This is evident from the way he organised the table of 

metres and his own writing about the metro-rhythmic game in the preface to Spring Caprices. 

Analysing the scores of his piano pieces, it is possible to conclude that the piano texture is 

dependent on the groupings of the aksak to a great extent. In other words, the limping pulsation 

of the metre with the exact grouping is expressed through the texture.   

Another approach that demonstrates Pipkov’s focus on the metro-rhythmic game is the inclusion 

of a variety of rhythmic patterns within the aksak. The example below is taken from the piece 

‘Return’ from Spring Caprices and illustrates the basic rhythmic schemata of the metre in the left 

hand, combined with triplets in the melody. The metre of 11/16, grouped in five beats as 

2+2+2+2+3, remains unchanged from the beginning to the end of this piece. Analysed vertically, 

in this example the rhythmic variety is based on the main ratio 2:3, where in the place of two 
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semiquavers, a triplet is applied. Despite the triplets, the sense of beats remains very clearly 

perceived through the rhythmic schemata of the left hand (Figure 28).  

Figure 28: L. Pipkov – ‘Return’ from Spring Caprices, bars 29-30. 

 

The last two piano cycles, Children’s Joy and From 1 to 15, were designed respectively for 

beginners and intermediate-level piano students. Children’s Joy remained unfinished, but 

according to the Bulgarian musicologist Binka Karaivanova, Pipkov’s approach to the children’s 

album here is similar to that of Bartók and Prokofiev in their albums.180 The cycle From 1 to 15 

contains fifteen miniatures ordered by the increasing number of their time signatures, going from 

2 to 15. Pipkov’s inspiration for this cycle was the collection of folk songs От Тимок до Вита 

[From Timok to Vita] by the Bulgarian ethnomusicologist Vassil Stoin, whose work on aksak 

was described earlier in this exegesis.181 In contrast with the other cycles, this album contains the 

piece ‘Recitative’, which is marked as senza mesura. It refers to the absence of metric pulsation, 

and the beats are equal in their importance and accentuation (Figure 29). According to Hlebarov, 

 
180Binka Karaivanova, “Късните клавирни сборници на Любомир Пипков – своеобразен „кристал“ на 

композиторската мисловност”[The Late Piano Albums of Lubomir Pipkov – like “Crystal” in Compositional 

Thinking], in Клавирното Творчество на Българските Класици в Обучението по Пиано [The Piano Works of 

the Bulgarian Classics within the Instrumental Education], (Veliko Ternovo: Ivis, 2013), accessed October 4 2016,  

https://www.academia.edu.  
181Alexander Vassilenko, 14.  

https://www.academia.edu/
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this piece fulfilled Pipkov’s ‘Mendeleev Table of the Metres’ by adding the missing metre.182 

Along with introducing a range of metres, this cycle also develops a dramaturgical sense in 

young pianists, according to Karaivanova.183  

Figure 29: L. Pipkov - ‘Recitative’ from From 1 to 15, bars 1-3. 

The investigation of Pipkov’s solo piano works on aksak shows that they were of great 

importance in the composer’s creative life and that he had a sustained interest in aksak 

throughout his entire career. Pipkov uses the aksak to frame his musical ideas and he developed a 

highly systematic approach to the element. The driving force in his way of working with aksak 

was the idea of a metro-rhythmic game. This included explorations between rhythm and metre 

and connecting certain rhythmic patterns with the asymmetrical metre, experimenting with the 

182Ivan Hlebarov, “Piano Music,” 40. 
183Binka Karaivanova,  https://www.academia.edu. 

https://www.academia.edu/
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complexity of the metre and its groupings and including diverse rhythmic figures within the 

asymmetrical metre. His piano textures include highly virtuosic passages, heavy textures and 

explorations into sonority. His approach to the aksak has influenced following generations of 

Bulgarian composers and has provided a model for inclusion of the aksak as a specific folk 

element.  

 

4.3. Vassil Kazandjiev: compositional style and influences 

Vassil Kazandjiev is a representative of the third generation of Bulgarian composers and one of 

the most prominent Bulgarian conductors. Kazandjiev was born in 1934 in the city of Rousse, 

where, at the age of nine, he started piano lessons. Soon after, he made his first compositional 

attempts and in 1947 began taking composition lessons with Konstantin Iliev (1924–1988). Iliev 

was an established modernist composer who encouraged Kazandjiev’s interest in avant-garde 

music. As a student at the Boys’ High School in Rousse, Kazandjiev wrote his first operetta 

Youth, which was premiered by the school orchestra with the composer conducting. Continuing 

his musical education at the National Music Academy in Sofia, Kazandjiev attended the 

composition class of Pancho Vladigerov (1899–1978), who was one of the leading figures in 

Bulgarian Socialist Realism and the person responsible for the musical development of the 

country. Kazandjiev also studied orchestral conducting with Vladi Simeonov (1912–1990). Upon 

his graduation, Kazandjiev led the orchestra of State Opera in Sofia, the Bulgarian Radio 

Orchestra and the Sofia State Philharmonic Orchestra as a guest conductor. With his passion for 

new music, Kazandjiev premiered many works such as Pipkov’s two operas Yana’s Nine 

Brothers and Antigone 43; and realised the Bulgarian premiere of Bartók’s ballet The Wooden 
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Prince with the State Opera in Sofia.184 As a conductor of the Radio Orchestra, Kazandjiev 

realised world premieres of more than a hundred new works and recorded ninety-four works by 

foreign composers and fifty-three by Bulgarian composers. In 1962, he founded the chamber 

orchestra ‘Sofia Soloists’, which is one of the leading Bulgarian chamber ensembles.185 

Kazandjiev taught orchestral conducting and score-reading at the Music Academy in Sofia, 

where in 1989 he was awarded the title Professor.  

His style is highly influenced by modern musical tendencies and experimentalism, and his 

individual compositional language is a blend of tonal, atonal and dodecaphonic music. Strictly 

against minimalism, Kazandjiev considered aleatoric and sonoric devices as effective only if 

they were used in combination with conventional techniques.186 Therefore, many of his 

compositions present a fusion of these different styles. Four creative periods have been outlined 

with regard to the development of his style: a dedication to dodecaphony; an exploration of 

sonoric and aleatoric techniques; a look backwards to his national roots and a retrospection of his 

youth with dodecaphony.187 Kazandjiev developed an interest in atonal music at an early stage of 

his career, which was further encouraged by his teacher Iliev. Although the political situation 

was not favourable for such a passion, the young composer worked towards gaining knowledge 

of Western music and of the techniques used within it. Kazandjiev was evidently not familiar 

with the music of Schoenberg and, according to Bojikova, he came to the idea of non-repeating 

series of notes independently, through experimentation with atonality. 188  

 
184 Ana Boyanova, Дадено от Бога. Книга за композитора и диригента Васил Казанджиев [Gift from God. A 

book for the Composer and Conductor Vassil Kazandjiev] (Sofia: Ab Atelie, 2006), 44. 
185Sofia Soloists Chamber Orchestr,  accessed May 2019, http://www.sofiasoloists.com/history.html.  
186 Milena Bojikova, “Compositional Style,” in Монография [Vassil Kazandjiev. Monograph] (Sofia: Bulgarian 

Academy of Science, 1999), 60. 
187Ana Boyanova, 73. 
188 Milena Bojikova, 50. 

http://www.sofiasoloists.com/history.html
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His modernist thinking became a significant obstacle during his career as a composer, as a 

substantial number of his works were born in the Socialist Realistic environment. Remembering 

his years as a student at the Music Academy in Sofia, Kazandjiev states: ‘Our teachers’ personal 

choices aligned with the Policies and we, as students, were suffering from that’.189 Research in 

the field of atonal music had been banned. Instead students were encouraged to write music in 

the style of the second-generation Bulgarian composers, which was typified by a late-Romantic 

harmonic language and the wider use of folk elements.190 Kazandjiev began writing ‘music for 

the drawer’, which was not shown to the examination panel and not performed for years. His 

extensive experiments in aleatoric style during the 1960s marked his second creative period. 

Notable examples from this time are the following works: the String Quartet no. 1, 

(‘Perspectives’) (1966), in which the composer experimented with graphic notation, and 

‘Complexi Sonori’ (1965), in which he further extended his explorations of this technique. 

Kazandjiev developed an individual sonoristic system, which has been described as a 

combination of serialism and the search for an equivalent to tonal relationships between sonoric 

blocks.191  

The Socialist Realistic environment promoted folk music and encouraged composers to work 

with folk elements in order to maintain an already established national musical style. Despite 

this, Kazandjiev rejected the idea of a synthesis between folk and classical music until the late 

1960s. He considered folklore as a symbol of simplicity and primitivism, rather than a source for 

new works. This attitude towards folk elements changed during the 1970s, when he combined his 

prior compositional interests with his national roots. The extensive work with aleatoric and 

189Ana Boyanova, 39. 
190Ana Boyanoa, 32-33. 
191Milena Bojikova, 56. 
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sonoristic devices during the 1960s had developed his focus on improvisation and freedom in 

performance. These features he associated with the nature of folk music, being improvisatory 

and based on expression. The idea of improvisation in aleatoric music led him to explore certain 

parallels between Bulgarian folk music and these contemporary compositional devices. Even 

though these are two opposite poles, they both possess an improvisational nature, which 

Kazandjiev saw as a link between them.192 His works from this period include elements from 

Bulgarian folklore and Bulgarian religious music form the Middle Ages, combined with aleatoric 

techniques. With regard to approaches to incorporating folklore into original compositions, he 

was against direct quotation, as the music was improvised and there was no point in repeating an 

improvisation. The idea of experimenting with solely folk elements without quotation became an 

inspiration for his works. Examples are the orchestral works Living Icons (1970), Pictures from 

Bulgaria (1970) and Celebration Music (1974). The last creative period of the composer was 

characterised by a return to dodecaphony.  

4.4. Application of the aksak in Kazandjiev’s solo piano music  

In discussing Kazandjiev’s approach to the aksak in his solo piano music, it is necessary to point 

out the already established tradition of the application of folk elements in piano compositions. 

This is represented by the first generation of Bulgarian composers, who started including the 

aksak after its initial exploration in the late nineteenth century. The second generation of 

composers developed the concept further by creating a national musical style and respectively a 

national piano tradition, through the inclusion of various folk elements. Composers of this 

192Milena Bojikova, “Musical Creativity,” in Монография [Vassil Kazandjiev.Monograph] (Sofia: Bulgarian 

Academy of Science, 1999), 144. 
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generation were constantly searching for ways to improve the established tradition, adapt to 

modern tendencies and, in the meantime, sustain national style. This resulted in a search for a 

different treatment of the folk material – a ‘stylisation of the folklore’ – involving a new 

awareness of folklore as a complex of specifics193 – that is, accepting folklore conceptually as 

part of the tradition, adapting elements of it into contemporary musical art, and using it as a tool 

in sustaining the national style.  

The following discussion demonstrates the application of the aksak in the solo piano music of 

Kazandjiev, whose motivation to work with this element in piano compositions is related to the 

wave of stylisation of folklore and the sustaining of the national style. The individual approach 

he developed was shaped by the hardline policies of the Communist Regime as an external 

factor, as well as his research into atonal music and explorations of aleatoric music and sonority. 

The aksak is present in only two solo piano works by Kazandjiev: Youth Album (1973) and 

‘Triumph of the Bells’ (1972). The piano cycle Youth Album is also known as ‘Bulgarian 

Miniatures’ and contains thirty-three piano miniatures with programmatic titles. It has a 

pedagogical purpose and is directed to young pianists at the beginner and intermediate levels. In 

this respect, it is similar to Pipkov’s piano cycles, but in contrast, Kazandjiev’s main aim here 

was to introduce contemporary styles such as atonal and aleatoric music to young pianists. 

Kazandjiev uses modern notation, which was innovative for Bulgarian music (Figure 30). It 

shows his direction towards the improvisational nature of music and encourages young pianists 

to explore and improvise.   

Figure 30: Alternative notation in Kazandjiev’s Youth Album (1973) 

 
193Bojikova, 31. 
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In the meantime, the miniatures contain melodies and modes derived from folk music, as 

characteristic of this creative period of his life. The aksak appears in several pieces and its use is 

in reference to folk dances and in pieces with programmatic titles. One of the first examples is 

the piece ‘Little Etude’: the time signature is 11/16, which is grouped in 5 beats as 2+2+3+2+2 

and corresponds with the dance kopanitsa. The grouping indication on the score suggests an 

alternative grouping in three as 4+3+4, where the short beats are combined in two groups of four 

and the extended beat remains in the middle and is articulated with an accent. The piece has a 

humorous, dance-like character with clear division of short periods (Figure 31). The presence of 

an ostinato of harmonic fifths, the simple texture and the playful character of the piece suggests 

the connection with folklore. Kazandjiev used some polyphonic devices and bi-modalism in the 

last section (Bars 17-21). The means of incorporating aksak in this example is borrowed from 

Pipkov’s approach to the element: the piano texture underlines the groupings of the metre, and 

one hand continuously sustains the rhythmic schemata of the aksak. Another similar use of the 

aksak can be observed in the piece ‘Rachenitsa’ in 7/16: the rhythmic language remains simple, 

and the metric groupings are underlined with accents within the overall staccato articulation, 

which creates a humorous mood in the short piece (Figure 32). The idea of ostinato is also 



90 

present and combined with the ‘open endings’ of the phrases, which either conclude with an 

accent or, alternatively, with a rest after a short dynamic increase. Both pieces have an 

abundance of harmonic and melodic perfect fourths and fifths and have a small range in the 

melodic line. 

Figure 31: V. Kazandjiev – ‘Little Etude’ from Youth Album, bars 1-3. 

Figure 32: V. Kazandjiev – ‘Rachenitsa’ from Youth Album, bars 1-7. 

Another approach to the aksak is seen in the piece ‘Baba Metsa’: the long succession of 

combinations of different metres is followed by more complex combinations of metres toward 

the end of the cycle. The opening pesante section shows a clear relation between duration and 

articulation: each quaver is articulated in staccato and each crotchet is accented (Figure 33). The 

shape of beats and their groupings is not as obvious here as in the previous examples. Due to the 

slower tempo and the frequent changes of metre, the limping sense of the aksak is not 

perceptible.  
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Figure 33: V. Kazandjiev – ‘Baba Metsa’ from Youth Album, bars 1-4. 

An interesting example is the piece ‘Harvest’, which is in the complex 14/8 metre, a combination 

of 9/8 and 5/8. This is shown at the beginning and pointed out with a dotted line through the 

bars. A similar approach to notation used by Turkish composers will be discussed in the next 

chapter. The limping sense is barely perceived due to the slow tempo of ‘Harvest’. A three-voice 

texture with similar articulation continues throughout the entire piece, and perfect intervals are 

also present through a melodic ostinato in perfect fifths in the left hand and a harmonic fourth in 

the right (Figure 34).  

Figure 34: V. Kazandjiev – ‘Harvest’ from Youth Album, bars 1-2. 

The piece ‘Harvest’ opens up the idea of freedom and breaking the pulse, seen also in the 

previous miniatures, in which Kazandjiev introduced aleatoric notation. The conventional 

notation seen above coexists with examples such as the following excerpt (Figure 35). 



92 

Figure 35: V. Kazandjiev – ‘Ring of bells’ from Youth Album, bar 10. 

The cycle contains several pieces that exemplify Kazandjiev’s interest in aleatoric music and 

sonority, showing a certain juxtaposition of the two influences – tradition and modernity. This 

album is innovative in its positioning of folk-inspired piano works within the context of modern 

sound and notation.  

This feature is much more obvious in the separate piano work ‘Triumph of the Bells’. It contains 

one section where the performer is encouraged to improvise on the rhythmic basis of the aksak, 

using the composer’s indications of different metres. This example demonstrates the links 

Kazandjiev saw between the nature of folk music and aleatoric technique. The improvisation 

combines freedom of expression with the inclusion of probably the most distinctive element of 

Bulgarian folk music – the aksak (Figure 36).  

Figure 36: V. Kazandjiev – ‘Triumph of the Bells’, model no.7.  
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Even though not widespread, the use of aksak as a folk element in Kazandjiev’s solo piano music 

illustrates a clear link with the second generation of Bulgarian composers through the folk 

reference, the simple texture, and the use of memorable melodies. Meanwhile, the juxtaposition 

with aleatoric works in the cycle Youth Album shows his way of developing the national style 

while also exploring contemporary musical tendencies. In the broader context of Bulgarian piano 

literature, there is a clear link between Pipkov’s and Kazandjiev’s  approaches to the piano 

cycles: both composers approached the aksak in a similar way in structuring the cycles – they 

referred to traditional dances, using unison and clear memorable melodies, and their use of 

rhythm also shows similarities. Pipkov’s late artistic searches into sonority coincides with the 

entirely sonoristic piano miniatures as seen in Kazandjiev’s works during the 1970s.  
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Chapter Five: Individual approaches to the aksak in the solo piano music 

of the Turkish composers Ahmed Adnan Saygun (1907–1991) and Ilhan 

Baran (1934–2016) 
 

The first decades of the twentieth century were marked by dramatic changes in the sociopolitical 

environment of what is now Turkey – the Ottoman Empire collapsed, and the Democratic 

Turkish Republic was established by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1923. Between the years 1924 

and 1937, the new government commenced several sociocultural reforms, which significantly 

affected the lifestyle of the Turkish people.194 They aimed to modernise the country and to create 

a Western-orientated, secular Turkish republic. Many Turkish sources described these reforms as 

revolutions (devrimler or inkılaplar), which demonstrates their intensity.195 The wave of 

Westernisation was reflected in the musical life in the country: the broadcast of Ottoman music 

was banned and the government began promoting Western European music; a state conservatoire 

was founded; symphonic orchestras with Western repertoire were established; and the first free 

music lessons were available at Müzik Halkevleri (People’s Houses).196  

In order to develop a compositional school, the government sent young Turkish musicians to 

Europe with an educational purpose. The first five composers who undertook European music 

education were Cemal Reşit Rey (1904–1985), Hasan Ferit Alnar (1906–1978), Ulvi Cemal 

Erkin (1906–1972), Ahmed Adnan Saygun (1907–1991) and Necil Kazım Akses (1908–1999). 

 
194Some of the most striking reforms were: the change of the alphabet from Arabic to Latin; the acceptance of the 

Western calendar; the introduction of European clothing style and the replacement of the Islamic Code of Law 

(Sharia) with the Western Law (1926). 
195Orhan Tekelioğlu, “Modernizing Reforms and Turkish Music in the 1930s,” Turkish Studies 2, no. 1 (2001): 93, 

accessed April 1, 2017, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asn&AN=7163633&site=eds-live.  
196Orhan Tekelioğlu, “The Rise of a Spontaneous Synthesis: The Historical Background of Turkish Popular Music,” 

Middle Eastern Studies 32, no. 2 (1996): 195, accessed April 1, 2017, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4283800. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=asn&AN=7163633&site=eds-live
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4283800
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They were the founders of the Turkish national musical style and became known as the ‘Turkish 

Five’.197  

5.1. Ahmed Adnan Saygun: compositional style and influences   

Amongst the ‘Turkish Five’, Ahmed Adnan Saygun (1907–1991) remained the most important 

Turkish composer and he contributed greatly to the musical development of the country. Saygun 

began his music education in his hometown Izmir (in south-western Turkey), taking piano 

lessons and singing in a choir. In 1928, he was awarded a government scholarship and went to 

study composition in Paris with Eugène Borrel and Vincent d’Indy at the Schola Cantorum. 

Three years later, he returned to Ankara, teaching counterpoint at the Music Teachers’ Training 

College and conducting the Presidential Orchestra. In 1936, Saygun was appointed as a lecturer 

at the Istanbul Conservatory of Music and became an inspector for Turkish cultural institutions. 

Being a contemporary of the social transformations in the country, Saygun became one of the 

main followers of Atatürk’s ideology and an advocate of his ideas in music. His name is closely 

associated with musical nationalism in Turkey, with the foundation of the field of Turkish 

ethnomusicology, and with the first international publications on Turkish music. Saygun was an 

extremely prolific composer and wrote music in different genres. During his lifetime, he received 

many government prizes for his contribution to the musical development of the country. His 

name is associated with the first Turkish opera Özsoy (1934) and the oratorio Yunus Emre 

(1942), which gained him international popularity.198 Saygun’s individual style was influenced 

by three main factors: his musical background, which includes Turkish folk music, his Western 

 
197Sirin Akbulut, “Turkish Five: Their Contributions to Contemporary Piano Music and Piano Education in Turkey,” 

US-China Education Review 8, no. 3 (March 2011): 355, accessed April 7,2016 http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED520471. 
198 Faruk Yener and Münir Nurettin Beken, “Saygun, Ahmet Adnan,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 

Oxford University Press, accessed May 2019, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/24673. 

http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED520471
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/24673
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education and the ethnomusicological work he undertook with Béla Bartók during Bartók’s visit 

to Turkey in 1936. These factors, along with the leading idea of creating a Western-oriented 

Turkish national style, shaped his entire creative work.  

Saygun’s name is closely related to the establishment of a national musical style in Turkey, 

which was one of the outcomes of the modernisation of the country. The Turkish sociologist 

Ziya Gökalp (1876–1924) commented on the idea of imposed synthesis in the establishment of a 

Turkish musical style, being a combination of Turkish and Western ideas, which would create a 

‘new Turkish Civilisation’. Gökalp suggests the following division: East, West and Folk;199 or 

East, West and Origin.200 In this schema, the East referred to the past, represented Ottoman 

music and was, therefore, completely ignored. The West was seen as a ‘domain of modernity’, 

the ‘future of our new civilisation’ and highly regarded. The Origin was folklore, the ‘traditional 

culture of the Turkish folk’. This was supposed to be combined with the West in order to create a 

modern musical culture for the republic.201 Following this ideology, Saygun’s works represent a 

fusion between elements derived from folk music and impressionistic to modern compositional 

devices. Within this, the aksak and the Turkish modes (maqams) became Saygun’s endless 

sources of inspiration for this fusion between Origin and West.  

5.2. Application of the aksak in Saygun’s solo piano music 

Present in different stages of Saygun’s creative life, the aksak became an important element of 

his solo piano music: it symbolises his Turkish roots and acknowledges Anatolian folklore. 

199Orhan Tekelioglu, “Modernizing Reforms and Turkish Music in the 1930s,” 94.  
200Orhan Tekelioğlu, “The Rise of a Spontaneous Synthesis: The Historical Background of Turkish Popular Music,” 

195. 
201Orhan Tekelioğlu, 195. 
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Motivated by the idea of creating a national music style in Turkey, Saygun incorporated aksak in 

piano works, using different approaches over time. His solo piano works featuring aksak have 

been divided into two periods with almost twenty years’ break in between. The first period 

includes the years between 1931 and 1945 when he composed the following piano works: 

Incin’in Kitabi [Inci’s Book] op. 10 (1934), Sonatina op. 15 (1938) and the piano suite 

Anadolu’dan [From Anatolia] op. 25 (1945). The second period commenced in 1964 and 

continued until 1976 and was marked by four large cycles of piano miniatures dedicated to the 

aksak rhythms: Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op. 38 (1964), Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms 

op. 45 (1967), Fifteen Pieces on Aksak Rhythms op. 47 (1967) and Ten Sketches on Aksak 

Rhythms op. 58 (1976).202  

The presence of the aksak in the earlier works remained in a close relationship to the folk source, 

and the music was influenced by the late-Romantic style. In contrast, Saygun’s second period 

showed a striking development into a more modern, abstract treatment of the aksak. The later 

works demonstrate an innovative translation of the aksak through experiments with a variety of 

groupings within the metre, expanding the conventional 2:3 ratio and further developing his 

musical ideas using complex phrase structures. Observing his piano works chronologically, it is 

possible to conclude that this process of developing the use of aksak happened gradually. The 

initial appearance of aksak in Saygun’s solo piano works was in the piece ‘Masal’ [Tale] from 

the piano cycle Inci’nin Kitabı [Inci’s Book] (1934),203 was considered a ‘valuable source for 

202Kathryn Woodard, “Creating a National Music in Turkey: The Solo Piano Works of Ahmed Adnan Saygun” (PhD 

diss., University of Cincinnati, 1999), 74, accessed May 2019 

https://www.academia.edu/4653807/Creating_a_National_Style_in_Turkey_The_Solo_Piano_Works_of_Ahmed_A

dnan_Saygun. 
203The cycle consists of seven piano miniatures with programmatic titles and was dedicated to Madame Borrel, the 

wife of Saygun’s theory teacher Eugѐne Borrel. 

https://www.academia.edu/4653807/Creating_a_National_Style_in_Turkey_The_Solo_Piano_Works_of_Ahmed_Adnan_Saygun
https://www.academia.edu/4653807/Creating_a_National_Style_in_Turkey_The_Solo_Piano_Works_of_Ahmed_Adnan_Saygun


98 

introducing aksak’.204 The asymmetrical metre here is presented through a slight transformation 

between the regular 3/4 metre and the asymmetrical 5/8 in the middle section, achieved via 

changing the ratio of the rhythmic pattern in the accompaniment, which moves from 2:4 into 2:3 

and back again. (Figure 37).205   

Figure 37: A.A. Saygun – ‘Masal’ from Inci’s Book, bars 30-38. 

Chronologically the next application was in the third movement, ‘Horon’, of Saygun’s Sonatina 

op. 15 (1938). The movement is inspired by the folklore of the Black Sea region, which Saygun 

investigated during his ethnomusicological trip in 1937. The title refers to the eponymous dance 

form, which was typically danced in a seven-beat asymmetrical metre and often accompanied by 

the kemençe, a folk instrument. The movement is fast, contains specific intervals imitating the 

kemençe sound, and has many accents outlining the groupings of the aksak. The asymmetrical 

metre is presented in different combinations of groupings: 2+2+3/16; 2+3+2/16 and 3+2+2/16.206 

204Ipek Brooks, “Selected Twentieth-Century Turkish Character Pieces for Solo Piano,” (PhD diss., University of 

Georgia, Athens, 2015), 38, accessed May 2019, https://getd.libs.uga.edu/pdfs/brooks_ipek_201505_dma.pdf.  
205Kathryn Woodard, 58. 
206Emre Araci, “Life and Works of Ahmed Adnan Saygun” (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 1999), 125, 

accessed May 2019, https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7680. 

https://getd.libs.uga.edu/pdfs/brooks_ipek_201505_dma.pdf
https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7680
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Similarly to the ‘Horon’, the aksak appears as a reference to the folk dances in the piano suite 

Anadolu’dan [From Anatolia], which was the last piece of Saygun’s first period. The suite 

contains three movements, each reminiscent of a different dance. Although the first movement is 

not a specific dance, ‘Meşeli’ [Oak] evokes a dance character through its simple texture – a 

melody with the typical Anatolian augmented second, and a repetitive rhythmic model 

underlining the asymmetrical grouping of the 9/8. The rhythmic pattern of the opening, along 

with the type of grouping, is sustained throughout the entire piece and serves as an ostinato 

(Figure 38). 

Figure 38: A.A. Saygun – ‘Meşeli’ from From Anatolia, bars 8-11. 

The second piece – ‘Zeybek’ – refers to a Turkish folk dance from the Aegean coastal area. 

Typically a men’s dance, Zeybek is a slow, heroic dance in a nine-beat metre, which is known as 

‘ağır aksak’ in the theory of Turkish music. Saygun used a time signature of 9/4, presenting an 

augmentation of 9/8, and harmonisation that is typical for Western music (tonic, subdominant 

and dominant functions of B-flat major). Due to the extremely slow tempo, the limping sense is 

not perceptible to the listener, however, the Zeybek character is presented through specific 
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intonations of the relevant dance music, being three successively descending and ascending notes 

with a dotted rhythm.  

The last movement, ‘Halay’, consists of four different sections, each in a different metre, where 

the second section only is in 10/8 aksak. Starting with a simple texture, which underlines the 

limping sense, the section develops into a highly virtuosic piece towards the end. The addition of 

a heavy chordal texture and the use of a wide range of registers contributes to the contemporary 

sound of the piece. A high level of virtuosity is achieved through adding glissando passages in 

the extended beats of the bars. The complexity of the texture exemplified in this piece would 

develop further in the late piano cycles of Saygun, which will be discussed below (Figure 39).  
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Figure 39: A.A. Saygun – ‘Halay’ from From Anatolia, bars 55-60.

 

According to the American scholar Kathryn Woodard, the movements of this suite exemplify 

three different approaches to incorporating elements of dance folklore into piano works: the 

absence of a titular reference to the folk dance but the clear dance mood in ‘Meşeli’; the 

indication of a specific dance name in the title of the second piece, and the use of the general 

term (Halay), which combines different folk dances in the Anatolian region, as seen in the last 

movement.207  

 
207Kathryn Woodard, 68-70. 
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The composition of Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op. 38 (1964) and Twelve Preludes on Aksak 

Rhythms op. 45 (1967) marked a new stage in Saygun’s approach to the aksak in his piano 

music. Both cycles have a more modernistic, Western-influenced sound picture, with no clear 

reference to the folk source as seen in the previous works. The main inspiration for writing these 

cycles and re-thinking the aksak as a folk element for Saygun was the modern piece ‘Aksak’ 

(1958) by his compositional student Ilhan Baran.208 Following Baran’s modernistic thinking, 

Saygun began exploring the diverse timbres of the piano and added an abundance of sonoristic 

effects in his preludes and etudes. The dissonances and cluster-based chordal structures appear in 

slow, lyrical works as well as in more aggressive types of pieces. Saygun pushed the limits of the 

aksak, expanding the traditional ratio of 2:3 – multiple examples contain two conjunct short 

beats and one long beat, creating a ratio of 4:3. As a consequence, an aksak of 7/8 appears in 

binary metres, with one long beat of 4 and one short beat of 3, as well as in the tertiary metre, 

with two short beats of 2 and one long beat of 3. Saygun emphasised this type of division a good 

deal in his etudes and preludes and published the following table in 1967. The table is divided 

into three parts, showing the number of beats: two-, three- and four-beat asymmetrical metres. 

Each part represents the exact rhythmic grouping of the metre and provides details of the pieces 

in which they are used (Figure 40).  

 

 

 

 
208Ilhan Baran (1934–2016) was a prominent representative of the third generation of Turkish composer. He studied 

composition under Saygun at the State Conservatory in Ankara, and continued his education at the prestigious École 

Normale de Musique in Paris.  
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Figure 40: Aksak rhythms table from preface to Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms 

The cycle Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms follows the structure of the Western cycles of piano 

etudes, where each etude aims to develop a different piano technique such as thirds, fourths, 

repeated notes, etc. It also contains slow pieces, designed to improve the touch and the sound 

quality of the pianists. The uniting element between them is the presence of aksak, which 

appears in much more advanced forms in comparison with their use in earlier works of Saygun. 

The example below shows the complex 14/16 aksak, divided into four groups, which are 

additionally shown with accents and dotted bar lines. This example demonstrates the composer’s 
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broader approach into ratio extensions – the 7 is being divided into 4:3 and 2:5 within the first 

bars. Yet, from the performer’s perspective, the division is more likely to be 4:3 and 2:3:2, as 

will be discussed in the next chapter. Another notable point is the notation of the time signature, 

which Saygun simplified to a single number indicating the quantity of the beats within the bar. 

For example, the 7/8 aksak, divided as 2+2+3 is notated with 4, which indicates 4 groupings in 

each bar (Figure 41).209 

Figure 41: A.A. Saygun – Etude no. 1 from Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op. 38, bars 1-3. 

Along with the variety of ratios between the groupings, Saygun experimented extensively with 

the rhythmic complexity within the aksak. This is evident in the slow etudes, where along with 

diverse rhythmic patterns the composer explored the sound and timbres of the piano. With an 

extremely complex bar structure, the following example demonstrates this approach (Figure 42). 

The etudes in slow tempo, which share similar features (no. 7 and no. 9), possess a completely 

209Kathryn Woodard, 75. 
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imperceptible asymmetrical pulsation of the metre, caused by the low speed and the density of 

the rhythmic structures. Moreover, in some places the presence of any pulse is hard to perceive, 

which, in combination with the simple two-voice texture, is reminiscent of the unmeasured, 

improvised melodies of folklore. Thereby, it could perhaps be related to a return to the folk 

source.  

Figure 42: A.A. Saygun – Etude no. 7 from Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op. 38, bars 1-7. 
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The Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms also follows the model of the Western type of prelude 

cycles, consisting of short pieces with diverse character, which could be performed separately or 

as a set. The aksak appears in binary and tertiary forms, which again consists of different ratios 

of the beats, and the notation of the time signature remains one number. The influence of the 

piano music of Debussy, Chopin and Stravinsky can be easily identified in this cycle. For 

instance, prelude no. 8 and no. 10 are reminiscent of the impressionistic style of Debussy; the 

fast preludes no. 12 and no. 9 are similar to Chopin’s pianistic works, and Prelude no. 5 uses 

rhythmic structures typical of Prokofiev and Stravinsky. In the Twelve Preludes, Saygun 

continued his experiments with sonority and explored the musical space: the combination of 

long, held notes or rests and short durations within the asymmetrical metre introduced a new 

treatment of the aksak. An example of this can be seen in Prelude no. 1 (Figure 43). Within this, 

even though the tempo is fast, the presence of aksak is hardly perceptible due to the texture. The 

two-voice texture contains short notes in different parts of the metre. 

Figure 43: A.A. Saygun – Prelude no. 1 from Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op.45, bars 1-

11.
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Extremely productive in terms of piano music, Saygun further developed the folkloric aksak. It is 

possible to conclude that the application of aksak in his last cycles moved away from the 

folkloric source, yet Saygun approached it as a modern metric phenomenon. The miniatures 

illustrate how the aksak can successfully accommodate contemporary musical devices such as 

texture, sonoric blocks and rhythms. With his wide experiments, Saygun pushed the limits of the 

aksak and explored the greatest opportunities the element provides.  

5.3. Ilhan Baran: Compositional style and influences 

Ilhan Baran (1934–2016) was a modern Turkish composer and a prominent representative of the 

third generation of composers. A pupil of Saygun and a passionate follower of his musical 

vision, Baran continued developing Turkish classical music from the second half of the twentieth 

century until recently. Baran was born in the city of Artvin (north-eastern Turkey), but grew up 

and studied in the city of Ankara. The years between 1938 and 1947 were fruitful for the cultural 

and musical development of the country and Ankara was a centre of the newly established 

Turkish republic. The Minister of Education – Hasan Âli Yücel – was a passionate supporter of 

the arts, especially of music. He initiated the establishment of the National Theatre and National 

Opera in the capital city and continued supporting international education for talented Turkish 

musicians. The State Conservatory in Ankara – founded by Atatürk with a curriculum 

established by Paul Hindemith – became a vital centre of musical development in Turkey and 

sustained its Western orientation. Growing up in this environment, Baran developed wide 

interests in different fields: he became familiar with the classics of Western literature, studied 
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philosophy, learned French and attended many concerts at the State Conservatorium. He 

considered the musical institution to be ‘the real Ecole of the modern Republic’.210  

In 1952, Baran was admitted to the Conservatorium, initially enrolling in the string department, 

and later studying piano and composition with Saygun. Similarly to his teacher, Baran was 

interested in modern Western music – he highly admired the music of Alban Berg. In 1958, 

together with two other young Turkish composers, Baran went on a trip to Munich, where he 

attended many concerts and began exploring the Western musical scene. Following that, he 

received a government scholarship and commenced his studies with Henri Dutilleux at the Ecole 

Normale de Musique in Paris, which had a great impact on the formation of his own 

compositional style. In 1964, Baran returned to Turkey and began his teaching career at the 

Ankara State Conservatorium. There he established the department of ethnomusicology and 

became head of the composition department (1980). Upon his retirement, Baran lectured in 

contemporary music at Bilkent University in Ankara and educated many of the leading figures in 

today’s Turkish musical life. Among these was the Turkish pianist and composer Fazil Say. Ilhan 

Baran died in 2016 at the age of eighty-two.211  

The music of Ilhan Baran combines the aesthetics of twentieth-century Western art music with 

that of the Turkish musical heritage, including Anatolian folklore, Ottoman classical music and 

Saygun’s musical ideology. Baran gained an interest in folklore at the State Conservatorium in 

Ankara, where he attended the lectures of the Turkish folklorist Muzaffer Sarısözen (1899–

1963).212 Inspired by Sarısözen, Baran studied in depth the specifics of the traditional music of 

210Şefik Kahramankaptan, Müzikte Derin Zirve – Ilhan Baran [Deep Peak in Music – Ilhan Baran] (Istanbul: Sevda-

Cenap and Müzik Vakfi, 2010), 35. 
211Şefik Kahramankaptan, 124.  
212Şefik Kahramankaptan, 62. 
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different folk regions in Turkey and became familiar with his teacher’s arrangements of folk 

music. This was supported by Saygun’s ethnomusicological work in the Black Sea region, which 

additionally inspired Baran to pursue ethnomusicology, and in 1967, together with Cengiz Tanç, 

Baran commenced field work in the regions of Trabzon and Rize, in northern Turkey.213 Baran 

included many folk elements from the music of the Black Sea region in his compositions. 

Examples are melodic movements imitating the sound of the kemençe and quick, dance-like 

motifs derived from the horon dances. In forming his style and musical vision for the national 

Turkish style, Baran continued Saygun’s ideology of synthesis between folk elements and 

contemporary techniques. The idea of creating a folkloric atmosphere without direct quotation of 

the folk material became prominent in his creative life and he expanded upon it by adding a non-

musical source. His searches focused on modernism, which led him to developing an individual 

way of incorporating folk elements – through abstraction. This was influenced by his interests in 

contemporary visual art and modern art movements such as Dadaism and Surrealism. The idea of 

combining Turkish folklore with modern approaches resulted in his abstractive approach to the 

musical material, which became a chief characteristic of his style.  

A major feature distinguishing his style from Saygun’s is the attitude towards the Ottoman 

musical tradition. Baran believed the musical heritage of the Empire should be part of 

contemporary Turkish music and should stand in parallel with the folk features, enriching the 

modern national style. Baran also advocated the idea that polyphonic music existed before the 

revolution in 1923, and that there was only a slight transition between the musical culture of the 

Ottoman Empire and that of the Turkish Republic, rather than a large differentiation.214  

213Elif Sanem and Güleç Külekçi, “A multifaces personality in Turkish music education: Ilhan Baran,” Conference 

presentation, UKHAD Conference, (Turkey, September 2015): 89-111.  
214Şefik Kahramankaptan, 236. 
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5.4. Application of the aksak in Baran’s solo piano works 

‘The aksak has always been an important element in my creative work’215 Ilhan Baran stated in 

an interview with the Turkish journalist Safik Kahramankaptan, and this is highly evident in his 

piano works. Baran left six cycles of piano miniatures: Little Suite (1956), Children’s Album 

(1956), Three Abstract Dances (1958), Three Bagatelles (1959), Black and White (1974), and 

Blue Anatolia (1999). Considering his approach to the aksak in these cycles it is possible to state 

that he used the wide range of possibilities that aksak provides, moving it further away from the 

folk source and developing an abstract translation of this element. Baran employed experimental 

methods of using aksak, which resulted in a percussive use of the piano in many examples. 

Despite the level of difficulty, he relied on harmonic dissonances and cluster-types of chords 

when working with aksak. He also explored alternative textures within the aksak, such as the use 

of pauses (a method that was seen in Saygun’s preludes) and the use of a variety of touches to 

explore diverse timbres on the keyboard. The frequent changes of asymmetrical metre 

additionally challenge both listener and performer, and interrupt the typical limping sense of the 

aksak. It is possible to state that Baran accepted aksak as a folk frame in which he revived 

modern musical thinking: his frequent use of it shows the folk reference and the techniques he 

used demonstrate modern thinking.  

These features are less present in his first cycle Little Suite, which was composed in 1956 and 

revised in 1969. The cycle has a strong folkloric influence: eight of the nine miniatures are in 

aksak and include authentic folk melodies derived from vocal folklore and harmonised with the 

‘fourth harmony’ of Kemal Ilerici.216 Commonly used devices are the complementary rhythm 

 
215Şefik Kahramankaptan, 254.  
216Duygu Zimrut, “The role of Ilhan Baran’s compositions in the Turkish Piano Education” (master’s thesis, 

Cukurova University, Adana, 1994): 63.   
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between both hands and the percussive types of textures, with many harmonic intervals such as 

fourths, fifths, and other dissonances. The cycle contains sustained melodic structures, which are 

absent in his other cycles.217  

In 1958, Baran composed the cycle Three Abstract Dances, which became a crucial work in the 

Turkish piano literature for a number of reasons: it inspired Saygun’s four piano cycles on aksak 

rhythms and introduced the percussive use of the instrument. The three pieces of this cycle – 

‘Aksak’, ‘Zeybek’ and ‘Horon’ – were composed ‘in one breath’218 as the composer himself 

described, upon improvisations under the impression of abstract artworks by Paul Klee and 

Wassily Kandinsky. Baran considered these works as ‘musical drawings in the style of Paul 

Klee’.219 The idea of abstraction in the visual art of these artists became a driving force in 

Baran’s compositional style. ‘Abstraction as a depiction of form without an existence of this 

form, was transformed by Baran into music through creating an illusion of a motif without 

articulating any melodic movements’ stated the Turkish composer Muammer Sun.220 Inspired by 

visual art, Baran worked on creating a music responding to it, which also included folk elements. 

Commenting on an abstract artwork of the Eiffel Tower, he said: ‘There was a painting of an 

Eiffel Tower, but there was no tower on it – it was an abstraction. I wanted to do the same with 

music, and I thought of the aksak rhythms and composed the Horon and Zeybek’.221 It is possible 

to conclude that these pieces represent Baran’s abstract approach to the aksak as a folk element 

 
217 Şefik Kahramankaptan, 255-6. 
218 Şefik Kahramankaptan, 252. 
219 Şefik Kahramankaptan, 252-3. 
220 Şefik Kahramankaptan, 253. 
221Şefik Kahramankaptan, 254.  



112 

through the abundance of dissonances and cluster-based chords, the bare presence of melodies 

and the modern translation of famous Turkish folk dances.222  

The first piece, ‘Aksak’, provides an attractive beginning to the cycle, with a powerful opening 

and sustained barbaric character throughout the entire work. Similar clusters and cluster-based 

chordal structures sound in different registers of the keyboard, with the dynamic indication of 

sempre fortissimo. The Turkish scholar Seyit Yöre considered ‘Aksak’ to be a crucial work in the 

Turkish piano literature, due to ignoring completely the melody and the use of the rhythm solely 

as a folkloric reference.223 The metres vary between 2/8 and 10/8, and change frequently within 

the relatively short form of the piece. It has been observed that ‘Aksak’ demonstrates the 

simplest form of using aksak: that is, through the absence of complex rhythmic structures and the 

use of a limited rhythmical language of three note durations – quavers, crotchets and dotted 

crotchets.224  

The second piece, ‘Zeybek’, is a reference to the traditional male dance in nine-beat metre from 

the Aegean Sea region of Turkey.225 Baran demonstrated an innovative treatment with regard to 

metre, using a variety of metres from 1/4 to 10/4 and excluding the nine-beat metre that is typical 

for the dance. Built on dissonances, unexpected clusters, and sudden accents, ‘Zeybek’ is 

reminiscent of an orchestral approach, with the use of the full keyboard. The only indication of 

its original folk source is a short motif derived from Zeybek music. Differentiated by rests and 

breaths, the motif appears in meno mosso exactly nine times in unison sections (Figure 44). The 

222Şefik Kahramankaptan, 255. 
223Seyit Yöre, Kutup Yıldızımız: Anılarla, Besteci/Eğitimci İlhan Baran [Our Polar Star: Composer/Educator İlhan 

Baran with Memories] (Istanbul: Bağlam Yayincilik Press, 2017), 23.  
224Ipek Brooks, 65.  
225This dance form has been also used as a model for piano works by Saygun in the piano suite From Anatolia 

(1945) and by Erkin in the piano cycle Impressions (1937).  
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listener would need to know the spirit of this dance to be able to recognise it, due to its modern 

representation.226  

Figure 44: I. Baran – Zeybek-motif in meno mosso, ‘Zeybek’ from Three Abstract Dances, bars 

15-21.

In comparison with ‘Aksak’ and ‘Zeybek’, the last piece of the cycle, ‘Horon’, conveys a more 

obvious folkloric link. The fast tempo and the presence of more articulated melodic motives, 

along with its humorous character, is reminiscent of the mood of the folk dance. The piece was 

inspired by Baran’s ethnomusicological research of the music of the Black Sea region, which is 

evident in the use of harmonic fourths imitating the timbre of the folk instrument kemençe. The 

abstract approach still remains present through sudden accents, complex rhythmic patterns such 

as quadruplets within the extended beats of aksak, and dissonances, which builds into clusters in 

the middle section (Figure 45).    

226Şefik Kahramankaptan, 254. 
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Figure 45: I. Baran – ‘Horon’ from Three Abstract Dances, bars 80-85.

Figure 46: I. Baran – ‘Horon’ from Three Abstract Dances, bars 35-36. 

Baran’s abstractive approach to the aksak developed in the cycle Three Bagatelles (1959), 

completed in France and premiered there by the Japanese pianist Kauro Kimura. The French 

composer and teacher of Baran, Henri Dutilleux, saw this cycle as a successful representation of 

Baran’s personality.227 Another example of modern thinking, these pieces are completely atonal 

and have an improvisatory nature. They contain maqam intonations, which recall the Ottoman 

music and percussive rhythms to evoke the folk dance. Aksak rhythms, along with chromatic 

dissonance and glissando types of scales, are the most commonly used musical elements. In the 

227Şefik Kahramankaptan, 265-7. 



115 

first piece the metre changes almost every bar, presenting a great variety of aksak: 3/8, 5/8, 7/8, 

8/8, 9/8 and 10/8. However, the limping sense in the metre remains unclear due to the texture, 

which has an abundance of rests. The absence of melody reinforces this absence of pulsation and 

represents the abstraction. It is possible to observe the composer’s experiments not only with the 

texture and sounds, but with the metre itself. Exploring the possibilities of metre, Baran 

introduced an innovative metric form that originates from the aksak. This form consists of a 

combination of an asymmetrical metre plus a single metric unit in shorter measure, which could 

be perceived as an ‘extended aksak’. The example below illustrates this innovative metric 

structure.   

Figure 47: I. Baran – Bagatelle no. 1 from Three Bagatelles, bars 61-63. 

The ‘extended aksak’ applies to the glissando type of texture in the first Bagatelle, while in the 

second piece these combinations seem to follow the melodic line (Figure 47). This approach is 

similar to Bartók’s use of the combination of metres in the Romanian Christmas Carols, in 

which the metric structure was in accordance with the melody of the actual Colindă. Baran’s 

Three Bagatelles promote a freedom and improvisation and is built on the contrasts in dynamics 
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and textures. An important element here is the tremolo, which is reminiscent of orchestral sound 

and creates an effective sound picture.  

Figure 48: I. Baran – Bagatelle no. 2 from Three Bagatelles, bars 2-3. 

The last piece is similar to the finale of the Three Abstract Dances – it possesses the character of 

fast folk dances and the toccata-like structures convey a humorous sense. Similarly to the 

previous two bagatelles, Baran uses a lot of harmonic dissonance and creates different levels of 

sound through use of the entire keyboard.  

One year after the Three Bagatelles, Baran composed the piano cycle Black and White, which 

became his most performed piano work. Its thirteen miniatures with programmatic titles have 

highly pedagogical purposes and obvious references to Turkish folk music. Regarding the 

structure, Black and White is similar to the piano cycles Impressions by Ulvi Cemal Erkin and 

Inci’s Book by Ahmed Adnan Saygun. In comparison with the earlier works Three Abstract 

Dances and Three Bagatelles, this cycle remains restricted and more conservative in terms of use 

of aksak. Only three pieces – ‘Oyun’, ‘Aksak’ and ‘Horon’ – contain aksak and in them the folk 

reference is very clear.  

The piano cycle Blue Anatolia (1999) was his last piano cycle. It contains references to Turkish 

folklore, to Ottoman music and to Western atonal music. The title is derived from the literary 
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works of Halikarnas Balıkçısı (1886–1973)228 and was inspired by his philosophy. The three 

movements of the cycle have Italian and Turkish titles: ‘Trescamente’ (Karadeniz'de Sahil 

Rüzgarları), ‘Sognante’ (Ilahi) and ‘Fugitivo’ (Türk Aksağı). The first movement serves as a 

prelude to the whole cycle and is influenced by the folk music of the Black Sea region. The 

second movement is a dedication to the religious music of Sadettin Heper: it contains makam 

intonations and a mystic character. The last movement consists of a mosaic of different makams, 

maqam elements with atonal devices, and is the only movement in 5/8 aksak.229   

Concluding the discussion on the application of the aksak in the solo piano music of Ahmed 

Adnan Saygun and Ilhan Baran, it is possible to observe a strong link between their approaches 

to this folk element. Both composers have worked extensively on ways of translating aksak from 

the peasant music tradition into piano repertoire. They have both been driven by the idea of the 

modernisation and Westernisation of Turkish music and have developed an abstract 

representation of the aksak in their piano music. As seen from the analysis above, this abstract 

approach was achieved via the absence of other folk elements, through extensive work with 

complex rhythms within the aksak, and sonoric searches exploring a range of registers and 

clusters. Despite these similarities, from the pianistic point of view their approaches to the aksak 

differ significantly: Saygun’s focus remains on virtuosity and timbre, whereas Baran’s pieces 

demonstrate more orchestral thinking, seen through the great contrasts in texture and indications 

of sound quality. 

The analysis of the application of the aksak in the solo piano music of the selected six composers 

has shown the existence of individual approaches taken by each composer to using the aksak. 

228Cevat Şakir Kabaağaçlı (born Musa Cevat Şakir) was a Turkish novelist and ethnographer, who used ‘The 

Fisherman of Halicarnassus’ (in Turkish, Halikarnas Balıkçısı) as a pen-name in his writings.  
229Şefik Kahramankaptan, 260. 
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The results stated below summarise the main outcomes of this analysis, based on the selected 

composers’ comments on the place of the aksak in the national piano tradition. The analysis of 

the presence of aksak in the piano music of the Hungarian composers demonstrated a strong link 

between their approaches, which relates to articulation models and piano texture as evident in the 

described works. Furthermore, within the national tradition, they form a significant link 

demonstrated in the use of aksak, which commenced with a folk-related ‘melodic’ use of the 

metre in the Colindăs, continued through working with folk elements and creating folkloric 

atmosphere in Bartók’s dances. and reached a complex, multifunctional use of the aksak in 

Ligeti’s Etude no. 4.  

Concerning the Bulgarian composers, the influence of Socialist Realism is seen in the 

importance of folklore within the style. The idea of educating the following generation in the 

same manner is evident through the cycles’ structures and aims. Both composers approached the 

aksak predominantly with a clear reference to the folk source – sustaining a sense of the beats 

and remaining close to the melodic source. In comparison with the Turkish work on aksak from 

the same period, they remained conventional, which supports the influence of Socialist Realism. 

Kazandjiev’s explorations in modern notation and aleatoric devices were present, but still they 

remain perhaps ‘in parallel’ with the aksak, rather than interacting with the metre itself. Within 

Kazandjiev’s experimentations with aleatoric devices and the juxtaposition of these two types of 

textures, it is possible to outline the development of folk elements in piano compositions and 

thereby the way of developing a national style. 

In contrast, both Turkish composers relied on experimentalism and incorporated modern 

compositional devices within the folk elements. Under the common frame of abstraction, two 

highly individual approaches to the aksak are present. Saygun’s virtuosity and sonoristic 
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searches are among his chief characteristics. On the other hand, Baran’s use of the aksak is 

characterised by experiments with combinations of metres – he emphasised frequent change of 

metre and developed the ‘extended aksak’, which combines two distinctive metric categories. 

Baran also developed the percussive use of the piano, broke the melodic lines through toccata-

like patterns and incorporated space in terms of rests. Both composers established innovative and 

highly distinctive uses of the instrument within the aksak, a feature that influenced the 

development of Turkish piano music and contributed to its diversity.  

After outlining the individual approaches taken by these composers in working with aksak in 

their solo piano music, the next chapter of this exegesis will focus on the performer’s perspective 

of the selected repertoire. It will contextualise the observations above in selected solo piano 

works and comment on the performer’s experiences.  
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PART III: Aksak: Inside the performance 

Following the detailed analysis of composers’ individual approaches to the aksak in their solo 

piano music, this part of the exegesis focuses on the performance execution of the aksak. It 

provides a performer’s view of the selected repertoire – describing my own observations and 

reflections on the pieces performed in the folio, which is a major component of this research. 

Through my own performance practice of this repertoire and continuous self-reflective analysis, 

I  discovered that despite the composers’ individual styles, the application the of aksak in piano 

works provokes the same element in the pianist’s performance experience.  Hence, the following 

chapter argues that the presence of aksak significantly reinforces the performer’s awareness of 

the inner bar structure, regardless of the compositional techniques or pianistic texture applied. In 

the first section, this is demonstrated based on four aspects of the musical material: tempo and 

tempo changes, articulation, rhythm and texture. In the second section, it is shown in each 

individual work through outlining specific issues that arose in the preparational process. Chapter 

Seven presents the conclusion of this performance-based project.  
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Chapter Six: Playing aksak: Performance execution and interpretational 

decisions  

6.1. Performance execution of aksak  

The most important finding to emerge from this performance-based research project relates to 

the reinforced sense of pulse and awareness of the inner bar structure that the presence of aksak 

provokes in the pianist. In performing aksak, the beat gains greater importance than the metric 

unit, due to the asymmetrical relation between the two types of beats. The problem has been 

addressed by the Canadian scholar Daniel Schnee, who outlined the difference between the 

Western and non-Western approaches to asymmetrical metres. Schnee explains that Western 

musicians rely on the time signature as an ‘accurate’ representation of the metre, while in the 

non-Western traditions the importance is on the groups of metric units.230 For example, the 7/8-

time signature would be divided into seven by a Western musician, while the same would be 

divided into three in non-Western traditions.231 This particular ‘choice’ of division represents the 

core of the following discussion on performance execution of the aksak in the piano repertoire.  

In performance practice the pianist focuses on following the succession of beats in the bar and, 

respectively, becomes aware of the rhythmic or textural events happening on each beat. The 

pianist-performer’s internal awareness of the bar structure in aksak is strengthened by the 

presence of additional accent(s) on the extended beat(s). This unusual accentuation further 

contributes to variation in the inner bar structure. It impacts the relationships between the strong 

and weak beats in the bar, and depending on the position of the extended beat in the bar, the 

230Daniel Schnee, “Woodwinds: a Practical Guide to Aksak Rhythms,” Canadian Musician 30, 1, (January 2008): 

28, accessed March 10 2019, 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsgao&AN=edsgcl.182040708&site=eds-live.   
231 Daniel Schnee, “Woodwinds: s Practical Guide to Aksak Rhythms” 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsgao&AN=edsgcl.182040708&site=eds-live
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overall bar structure changes. Thereby, two binary asymmetrical metres may possess two 

different inner bar structures, and three ternary metres may possess three distinct structures. This 

feature, however, is not applicable for any of the regular metres. The diagram below illustrates 

the metric division and accentuation of binary and ternary regular metres, versus binary and 

ternary aksak. The first column shows the possible bar structures and accentuations for the 

binary 2/4 and 5/8. The red circles indicate the metric accents in the bar, depending on the 

position of the extended beat. The second column represents the available options for the ternary 

3/4 and 7/8 – as seen, the change in position of the extended beat significantly influences the 

inter-relationships between the beats, forming accented first, second or third beat (Figure 49).  

Figure 49:  Inner bar structure and accents in binary and ternary metres. 

Considering this complexity, aksak provides an answer to many rhythmic and metric searches of 

twentieth-century composers, such as the idea of breaking symmetry and expanding the 

conventional rhythmic system. In this way, the aksak might be seen as a parallel metric reality to 

the conventional regular metres: the two metric systems share common basic divisions of two, 

three or four beats in the bar, but differ substantially in bar structure. The specific bar structure of 
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the aksak impacts greatly the pianist’s internal awareness of the bar and challenges the concept 

of metre. Within aksak the metre moves away from an unconscious pulsation of the beat towards 

more contained asymmetrical flow. This feature plays an important role in shaping the 

interpretation and making artistic decisions. Based on the new knowledge I have gained through 

performing this music, I have selected examples from the solo piano works of the six composers 

for discussion. These illustrate the performance execution of the aksak on the piano and the way 

it affects the pianist’s internal awareness of the bar structure.   

Tempo and tempo changes within aksak 

The question of tempo within aksak appears in several publications and has provoked significant 

debate – some scholars support the thesis that a fast tempo is an essential characteristic of the 

aksak and associate it only with quick melodies, while others agree that the asymmetrical 

structures play the more significant role in defining aksak and do not consider fast tempo as an 

essential characteristic of aksak. Within the piano literature, aksak has been incorporated with a 

variety of tempos. In general, the fast piano pieces are significantly easier for the performer in 

terms of following the bar structure, than those in slow tempos. One central issue a pianist faces 

with slow tempos is keeping the focus on the beat and following the bar structure. Often the 

extended-in-time melodic lines tend to result in shifting the focus onto the metric unit, rather 

than the beat, which results in a lack of the asymmetrical pulsation that is typical of the aksak. In 

contrast, quick movements allow a clearer perception of the asymmetrical metric structure and 

easier expression of the limping pulsation. However, depending on the level of difficulty, the 

density of the texture and the technical abilities of the pianist, the fast speed may become a 

serious obstacle in the performance practice.   
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An important aspect of the interpretational work involves decisions related to tempo alterations. 

In pieces containing aksak, these decisions require special attention due to the complex nature of 

the metre. Achieving a convincing accelerando, ritardando or rallentando involves additional 

focus on the asymmetrical progression of diverse metric units. For example, in a regular metre a 

rallentando is achieved by gradual extension of the duration of each beat. When applied to the 

aksak, however, a precise measurement of the proportional extension of each beat (short and 

long) is needed. In the rehearsal process, I found it easier to ‘rehearse’ the action of gradual 

slowing down by repeating the particular bar(s) multiple times before linking them within a 

longer phrase. This approach has been used by Pipkov in the cycle Spring Caprices, which 

perhaps can be related to the pedagogical purpose of the miniatures. In most cases, Pipkov uses 

rallentando when repeating the same melodic motif, or alternatively, when transposing it to a 

different tone, as seen in the following excerpt from the piece ‘Rhythms’ (Figure 50).   

Figure 50: L. Pipkov – ‘Rhythms’ from Spring Caprices, bars 18-19. 

In this example, the rhythmic structure and the piano texture remain unchanged, which provides 

the performer with the opportunity to ‘rehearse’ the slowing down. Once played and heard, a 

motif can be altered more easily than if it appears for the first time. Furthermore, the score 

indication shows rubato, which suggests additional freedom in the interpretation. 
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This method of ‘rehearsing’ the action might be used as a practical model for preparing 

convincing tempo alterations within aksak. The above discussion shows how the metric structure 

of the aksak impacts on the performer’s decisions about tempo and tempo changes through 

sustaining enhanced awareness of the inner bar structure and a focus on the beat.   

Articulation within aksak 

As discussed previously, most of the selected piano works were written with pedagogical 

purposes and therefore, they include various types of articulation. Through my performance 

practice, I have encountered some articulation models related to the aksak that have been 

employed by the different composers. The first articulation model relies on the contrast between 

staccato and legato. As demonstrated in the following excerpts from Bartók and Ligeti, the right 

hand represents a clear link between these diverse touches and the two types of beats – short and 

long. Short beats are presented in staccato and often in a complementary rhythm between the 

hands, while the extended beats consist of at least two notes in the contrasting articulation.  

(Figure 51, Figure 51 a).  

Figure 51: B. Bartók – Piece no. 152 from Mikrokosmos vol. 6, bars 1-3. 
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Figure 51 a): G. Ligeti – ‘Capriccio’ no. 2, bars 1-3.

 

This articulation model enhances the pianist’s awareness of the bar structure in aksak – the 

diversity of the articulation emphasises the two types of beats and strengthens the limping sense 

of the metre.  

The second commonly used articulation model consists of long legato lines that follow the bar 

structure, uniting the musical material between two bar lines. In this way, they ‘frame’ the 

repeated asymmetrical progression, which contributes to the performer’s awareness of the bar. 

Often the groupings of the metre are easy to identify, as the notation provides clear guidance. 

The examples below are taken from Pipkov’s ‘Etude’ and Saygun’s Prelude no. 2 (Figure 52, 52 

a). Saygun further experimented with this model by escaping bar lines and shaping the phrases in 

a free manner, as seen in Prelude no. 4 (Figure 52 b). In the rehearsal process, I found it 

beneficial to practise dividing the phrases by stopping between the borders of the legato lines or 

the bar lines.  
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Figure 52: L Pipkov – ‘Etude’ from Spring Caprices, bars 49-51. 

 

  Figure 52 a): A.A. Saygun – Prelude no.2 from Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op.45, bars 

20-21. 

 

Figure 52 b): A.A. Saygun – Prelude no.4 from Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op.45, bars 

7-9. 

Ligeti’s Etude ‘Fanfares’ represents a more complex version of the legato lines as an articulation 

model, in which both hands obtain non-synchronised legato lines within the same aksak (Figure 

53). As seen in the example below, the short phrase in legato links 3+3 quavers over 3+2+3 in 
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the ostinato pattern in the first bar. This articulation model relates directly to Ligeti’s African 

inspiration and the use of polyrhythms via the simultaneous sounding of different rhythmic 

layers. In this case, the distinct rhythmic layers are additionally enhanced by the articulation.  

Figure 53: G. Ligeti – Etude no. 4 ‘Fanfares’, 51-52. 

Ligeti’s ‘Fanfares’ also touches on another articulation issue – the presence of more than one 

metric accent in a bar. The etude contains great diversity in accentuation: the main ostinato 

carries three accents, which follow the asymmetrical grouping of 3+2+3. However, in the middle 

section, along with shifting the legato lines, the accents do not correspond with the metric ones, 

causing a certain level of coordination challenge for the performer. The main issues I faced in 

my own performance practice of this Etude were related to shaping the phrases with the precise 

accentuation and sustaining the fast tempo throughout the whole piece. An important step in 

overcoming these issues was carrying out individual work on both right and left hands 

separately, followed by analytical practice together.  

The Turkish composers have widely experimented with accents within the aksak. The example 

below demonstrates Saygun’s use of accents to underline the alternative grouping of the aksak as 

4+3+2+5. A fine example of how Saygun pushes the limits of the aksak, the time signature 

indicates the four groupings, which are illustrated by the accents.  As a precise measurement of 

these four diverse-in-duration beats would be difficult, it is advisable to consider a conventional 
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grouping of the aksak through division into two bars of seven (as suggested by the dotted line), 

before achieving the desired four distinct groups of 4+3+2+5 (Figure 54).  

Figure 54: A.A. Saygun – Etude No.1 from Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op.38, bars 1-3. 

Another approach to the accentuation of the aksak in the piano music is shown by Ilhan Baran in 

his ‘Three Abstract Dances’. The piece ‘Aksak’ illustrates how accents can enrich the inner bar 

structure of the aksak, forming two different-in-character extended beats (Figure 55). The first 

extended beat with three accents on each of the quavers is followed by the second beat with one 

accent on the first quaver. In combination with the short beat, these form three different-in-

character beats and enrich the conventional bar structure of the aksak. In approaching this section 

of the piece, it is recommended to analytically observe and memorise the order of the appearance 

of these extended beats within the bar.  
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Figure 55: I. Baran – ‘Aksak’ from Three Abstract Dances, bars 39-40. 

 

Rhythm within aksak 

The problem of rhythm and asymmetrical metre has been discussed in depth by Bulgarian 

scholars, and the term ‘metrorhythm’232 has been used to address this relationship. Pipkov’s idea 

of a ‘metrorhythmic game’ originates from this concept and his piano works on aksak entirely 

embody the concept. His approach to metre is characterised by clear separation of the beats – in 

most cases, this is achieved through the use of rhythm. The following examples are taken from 

Pipkov’s ‘Etude’ from Spring Caprices and illustrate excerpts from the first and second themes 

of the piece (Figure 56).  

Figure 56: L. Pipkov – ‘Etude’ from Spring Caprices, bars 3-5. 

 

 
232Daniel Goldberg, “Bulgarian Meter in Performance,” (PhD diss., Yale University, 2017): 34, accessed May 2019, 

https://www.academia.edu/34363224/Bulgarian_Meter_in_Performance.  

https://www.academia.edu/34363224/Bulgarian_Meter_in_Performance
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Figure 56 a): L. Pipkov – ‘Etude’ from Spring Caprices, bars 23-25. 

 

The metre is 12/8, consisting of five groupings as 3+2+2+2+3. As seen below, Pipkov used the 

same rhythmical pattern in both sections despite the thematical and textural change. In this 

pattern, the first extended beat is presented through a quaver and a semiquaver; the last extended 

beat is a quaver and two demisemiquavers; while the middle three short beats contain two 

quavers and a group of semiquavers. In total, this pattern is used exactly 44 times in the etude. 

In general, the cycle Spring Caprices remains conventional in terms of rhythms with multiple 

repetitions of rhythmic patterns and sharp rhythmic separation between the beats within the 

aksak. Some innovative decisions are seen in ‘Return’, where Pipkov used triplets of 

semiquavers and demisemiquavers over the asymmetrical pulsation of 2+2+2+2+3. In 

combination with the slow, lyrical character of the piece, these rhythmic patterns contribute to a 

freer and more improvisational character. Despite that, the asymmetrical grouping of 2+2+2+2+3 

is underlined by the melodic movements (Figure 57).  
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Figure 57: L. Pipkov – ‘Return’ from Spring Caprices, bar 27. 

In terms of rhythms, Baran’s ‘Horon’ includes a great variety of rhythmic patterns, which enrich 

both the short beat and extended beat of the aksak. As seen from the excerpt below, the short 

beat includes two demisemiquavers and one semiquaver, while the two extended beats include 

quadruplets (Figure 58).   

Figure 58: I. Baran – ‘Horon’ from Three Abstract Dances, bars 77-79. 

Textures within aksak 

In general, composers’ use of texture reflects their influences and individual approach to the 

aksak. For instance, Bartók’s use of texture in the Romanian Christmas Carols is related to the 

‘melodic aksak’ and presents a conventional texture of a leading melody with accompaniment. 

Pipkov’s use of texture reflect the bright, powerful chordal textures of the Socialist Realistic 

music and some late-Romantic influences. Saygun’s piano works provide the greatest variety of 

textures within the aksak. A notable textural model he uses frequently is ‘exploration of space’ – 
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a model that Baran incorporated in his Bagatelle no. 1. Perhaps related to the idea of abstraction, 

this textural model consists of extremely short harmonic intervals, chords or single notes, which 

are placed on different part of the beats. This may cause issues with regard to the inner bar 

structure: I found that the presence of space, in combination with occasional short notes as 

‘spots’, significantly challenged my metric accuracy when practicing and performing. In some 

cases, I found it possible to re-think the groupings and re-organise them in order to ease the 

perception. For example, in Saygun’s Prelude no. 7, the predominant grouping of the metre is 

3+2+3, but the example below provides an opportunity of changing the grouping to 2+3+3 in the 

first bar (Figure 59).   

Figure 59: A.A. Saygun – Prelude no.7 from Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op.45, bars 45-

47.

Another textural model Saygun developed consists of a percussive type of texture, in which both 

hands repeat the same notes in a percussive manner. Although the notation and the internal pulse 

suggest groupings of two, which go beyond the bar line, the aksak remains present and requires 

special attention by the pianist. This model may cause metric confusion during performance and 

it is desirable to use an internal accent, underlying the limping beat. The following example is 

taken from Saygun’s Prelude no. 6, but similar textural issues are also found in Prelude no. 3 

(Figure 60).  
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Figure 60: A.A. Saygun – Prelude no.6 from Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op. 45, bars 66-

71.

The last textual model refers to Saygun’s influences from French Impressionism. This resulted in 

the employment of an impressionistic type of texture in his slow preludes on aksak. As seen 

through the notation below, Saygun used four staves to indicate the four voices, each sustaining 

its register. Absolute precision of detail in terms of dynamic markings is applied and, in turn 

precision is required by the performer (Figure 61). Within this impressionistic texture, the aksak 

remains only an abstract reference to the folk source – it is desirable to experiment with sound 

colors and touches throughout the piece.   

Figure 61: A.A. Saygun – Prelude no.8 from Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op. 45, bars 31-

34.
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6.2. Individual performance issues of each work 

 

Béla Bartók – Romanian Christmas Carols Sz 57, BB 67 (1915) 

The cycle Romanian Christmas Carols for solo piano is the earliest work included in this project 

and one of Bartók’s less-popular piano works. It contains twenty miniatures with contrasting 

characters organised into two books of ten pieces each. As outlined in Chapter Three, the cycle 

was composed using the method of direct quotation of folk material and represents one of the 

finest examples of this type. The application of aksak clearly follows the melodic lines of the 

songs and, to a great extent depends on the natural movement of the melodies – an approach that 

earlier was defined as ‘melodic aksak’.233 This tight link to the folk source impacts most of the 

interpretative decisions, such as phrasing, selection of touch and tempo alterations. In addition, 

the extremely short form of the pieces creates challenges related to building the contrasts, and it 

requires more attention to the ornamentation. A major issue I encountered in the rehearsing 

process was related to the multiple repetitions - a feature, which also originates from the folk 

source – and the potential cause of monotonous flow they cause. In order to avoid this, it is 

advisable that the pianist makes precise decisions about how to amend each appearance of the 

same melody in order to enhance the listener’s engagement with the music.   

The ‘melodic aksak’ is exemplified in the opening of the cycle, in which the asymmetrical 

pulsation of the metre exists in one particular place of the melody. Within the predominantly 2/4 

metre, the second bar of the theme appears in 3/8, creating a limping sense in the phrase (Figure 

62). The same pattern is repeated unchanged three times throughout the piece.  

 
233See Chapter Three: Individual approaches to aksak in the piano music of the Hungarian composers Béla Bartók 

and György Ligeti, p. 48. 
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Figure 62: B. Bartók – Piece no. 1 from Romanian Christmas Carols Book, bars 1-3. 

Upon closer examination of the score, it is possible to outline a link between rhythmic durations 

and articulation in which the shortest durations – semiquavers – are in legato; the quavers are in 

staccato (except at the beginning of the phrase, which reveals the melodic origin) and crotchets, 

even though unmarked, are in tenuto. The finest example of these articulation differences is 

Zoltán Koscis’s recording234 of the piece, which I took as a model when working on my own 

interpretation. The triple repetition of the theme, I approached through a slight ritardando at the 

end of each phrase and used dynamic variation in each repetition.  

The following miniature represents a concise example of frequently changing metres in which, 

over four bars, the following metres are used – 5/8, 2/4 and 3/8. The entire miniature is built on 

one phrase repeated successively in the right and left hand. The above-discussed ‘melodic aksak’ 

is evident here and its application relates closely to the articulation. As seen from the excerpt 

below, the groups of 3 (in bars 1, 4 and 6) contain one of the described articulation models 

linking two notes in legato (Figure 63).  

234Zoltán Kocsis, ‘Romanian Christmas Carols,’ live recording 1994, Magyar Televízió, accessed July 26, 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hMsXdiNuCPI.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hMsXdiNuCPI
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Figure 63: Bartók – Piece no. 3 from Romanian Christmas Carols Book 1, bars 1-7.

The song origin of the cycle is presented more explicitly in the next miniature through the long 

melodic line and its triple repetition, revealing couplets in song form. Each repetition differs 

slightly in terms of texture: the first time it is presented in the right hand with a simple chordal 

accompaniment in the left hand; the second time it sounds in the left hand with dissonant chordal 

structures in the right hand; and the last time it is in the top voice with a ‘barcarolle-like’ bass 

line, as seen in the example below. The time signature indicates 4/8 and 3/8 – a combination that 

creates the asymmetrical pulsation of the metre (Figure 64). It is possible to observe a link 

between the melodic and rhythmic structure of the melody and the metre, where the 3/8 bar 

contains a quaver and a crotchet of C and D each time it appears.   

Figure 64: B. Bartók – Piece no. 7 from Romanian Christmas Carols, bars 1-6.

Central performance issues here are sustaining the long and meaningful legato lines of the theme 

and retaining engagement throughout the multiple repetitions. Koscis has dealt with the problem 
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of repetition by working with the tempo: in each motif of four bars, he creates a wave by 

subsequently accelerating and slowing down. With much use of pedals and explicit melodies, his 

approach to the sound is in the manner of the Romantic piano tradition. In contrast, Dezső 

Ránki’s interpretation remains steadier in terms of tempo, and much more folkloric in terms of 

sound, achieved through sharper division of the top voice and spare use of the pedal. This 

combination underlines the folkloric character of the themes and creates a sound clarity, similar 

to that of the folk music.235 My own vision of the piece combined the Romantic sound with an 

overall steady tempo, except for a slight ritardando at the end of each phrase. 

Identical performance issues apply to the next piece from the first book. Piece no. 6 also 

combines two different metres (2/4 and 3/4) and contains one bar in 2/8 at the end of the first 

motif. Due to the relatively slow tempo and the calm character, the asymmetrical character of the 

metre is not perceptible, and creating a beautiful melodic line in legato within this simple texture 

is a challenge (Figure 65). Similarly to the other slow pieces, it can be overcome through 

experiments with tempo changes at the end of phrases.  

235Dezső Ránki, ‘Romanian Christmas carols,’ studio recording 1972, Hungaroton, accessed January 20, 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U314SX3Zu0M. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U314SX3Zu0M
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Figure 65: B. Bartók – Piece no. 6 from Romanian Christmas Carols Book 1, bars 1-8.

Pieces no. 7 and no. 6 from Book 2 demonstrate a specific use of the ‘melodic aksak’ in which 

each bar contains a micro phrase. Both of these pieces are in a slow tempo and 8/8 metre, which 

is represented through the combination of 2/8+3/8+3/8 (Figures 66 and 67).  

Figure 66: B. Bartók – Piece no. 7 from Romanian Christmas Carols Book 1, bars 1-3 (showing 

the execution of the embellishing note) 



140 

Figure 67: B. Bartók – Piece no. 6 from Romanian Christmas Carols Book 2, bars 1-2.

The main challenge within these pieces is sustaining the listener’s interest, as there are multiple 

repetitions of the same or very similar musical material. In both examples, I have worked with 

the accompaniment in order to create a variety of sounds. I have used the repetitions to underline 

the different harmonies and thereby to maintain engagement within the repetition of the same 

melody. With regard to the metre, both examples use similar rhythmic patterns and respectively 

have a sense of internal pulsation. The last piece of the cycle with an asymmetrical metre is no. 

8, in which the metre is presented by combination of 2/4 and 3/4. Due to the prevailing quavers 

and crotchets, however, the limping sense is not perceivable.  

Béla Bartók – ‘Six dances in Bulgarian rhythm’, Mikrokosmos Vol. 6, Nos. 148-153 

The ‘Six dances in Bulgarian rhythm’ demonstrate the use of Bartók’s second method of 

incorporating folk elements in original compositions – using folk elements to create original 

material in folk style. The aksak is combined with harmonies and textures from the late-

Romantic piano music, an intensive use of modality and jazz-influenced use of rhythms. This set 

of six dances represents both the beginning and the conclusion of my research. As a result of the 

enhanced research on the application of the aksak, my own interpretation transformed towards a 

more compact sense of a cycle. My initial practice was directed to the detail – with closer 

attention on the distinct temporal durations within the bars and emphasis on the distinct 
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accentuation between the beats, which resulted in a slower tempo and heavier sound picture. My 

second performance practice was towards complete internalization of the aksak, an embodiment 

of the asymmetrical metre and creating sense a flow throughout each piece. Hence, the 

performance gained a certain sense of freedom and flexibility, expressed in the tempo alterations 

and phrasing. 

Important references when working on my own interpretation were two distinct recordings of 

this cycle – the one of Bartók236 himself and other by the Russian pianist Maria Yudina.237 I 

chose to compare these two interpretations firstly because they are very different and secondly 

because Yudina’s interpretation I found closer to my own vision of this work. Bartók’s recording 

reinforces the folkloric basis of the dances through its simplicity of the sound pictures, exposed 

accentuation and style of phrasing. Furthermore, his performance is mild in terms of dynamic 

contrasts and nuances. Most of the changes in volume happens in parallel with slight movement 

in the pulsation, which also reveals the folk source. His interpretation remains away from the 

idea of technical virtuosity and pianism, which Yudina addresses. The overall impression of her 

vision of the set is of extreme control and precision, which is applied to tempo, articulation and 

dynamics. In terms of touch and overall sound picture, Yudina presents a massive, heavy sound 

in the chordal textures and high virtuosity in the fast sections. In many places such as 

ornamentations and semiquavers, her touch reminds me of a Prokofiev-type of sound.  

The first dance (No. 148) is the most developed in form and provides multiple faces of the aksak: 

from the folk-style melody in the opening, it appears as part of an ostinato-pattern throughout the 

236Béla Bartók, ‘From Mikrokosmos volume Six,’ Studio recording 1940, Hungaroton, accessed July 26, 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cj306a_qTPk.  
237Maria Yudina, Mikrokosmos Volume 6, Studio Recording 1973,  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rs3jAEG6Vc.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cj306a_qTPk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rs3jAEG6Vc
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piece and is blended within complex, polyphonic textures in the middle section. The piece also 

contains a wide range of tempo indications, which move from a relatively fast tempo at the 

beginning into a Meno vivo, Tempo Primo; Calmo and a final Tempo Primo. Due to the multiple 

‘faces’ of the aksak and the frequent tempo changes, a significant part of my practice was 

focused on achieving smooth and convincing tempo alterations, and at the same time remaining 

accurate to the asymmetrical metric pulsation.  

In order to maintain the limping sense within the tempo changes, firstly I isolated the bars, where 

the tempo change is happening. That practice involved underlining the rhythmic patterns and 

using augmented accentuation on the extended beats in order to internalise the rhythmic events 

and embody the piano texture. Through multiple repetitions, I started to gradually extend each 

beat and practise control and awareness of the sense of beat in order to achieve a convincing 

ritardando. Thereafter, I worked on combining these bars with their phrases and on sustaining 

the flow.  

The middle section of the piece includes a rather long, five-bar accelerando (Figure 68), which I 

approached through simultaneously increasing the speed and the dynamics. My choice of voicing 

here was led by the top voice as the leading, rather than an emphasis of the harmonies. The two 

recordings I have chosen to compare show different visions of this episode: Bartók’s 

interpretation possesses a clear improvisationary character, which reveals a sense of a play with 

short motifs and experiments with registers. It serves as a transition, leading to the following 

Tempo Primo, whereas Yudina’s recording outlines an individual section with distinct character.     
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Figure 68: B. Bartók – Piece no. 148 from Mikrokosmos vol. 6, bars 32-35.

 

A substantial part of my rehearsals focused on achieving a general flow of the piece, which 

represents the major challenge here. Prior to the recording session, I played in an extremely fast 

tempo ignoring any tempo alterations, which helped create a sense of the whole and a general 

flow.    

Despite its short form, the second dance (No.149) demonstrates the application of the aksak 

within two contrasting articulations: a predominant staccato in the first theme and legato in the 

second theme. This contrast also forms a folkloric, dance character in the first theme and a 

calmer mood in the unison scales in the middle section. The main theme represents one of the 

articulation models discussed earlier in this chapter – that is, the existence of a legato-line linking 

two quavers in the extended beat to underline the limping pulsation. Following a playful, toccata-

like movement the opening theme sounds in unison, with a complementary rhythm between the 

hands (Figure 69). This texture has been interpreted differently in recordings: Bartok’s own 

interpretation presents an equality between both hands and thereby underlines the 
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complementary rhythm. On the other hand, Yudina uses contrasting dynamics between hands 

with a clear emphasis on the left-hand line. Although the complementary unison between both 

hands in the theme shows staccato, in order to remain accurate to the rhythm and show 

difference between quaver and crotchet, I used a tenuto in the left hand, which followed 

Yudina’s approach to the sound. My practice showed that an augmented accentuation on the 

legato models in the slow practice, resulted in greater articulation variety when playing in the 

original tempo. Through muscle-memory, both hands get used to the extended beat as an 

outstanding one within the bar, which is expressed through a heavier touch and distinct 

articulation.  

Figure 69: B. Bartók – Piece no. 149 from Mikrokosmos, vol.6, bars 1-8.

 

The application of the aksak in short, scale-type of motives in the second theme demonstrate the 

aksak in legato articulation. In my rehearsal practice, I played this section without pedal, creating  

a finger-legato, and worked on reinforcing the dynamic waves, which followed the melodic lines. 

Although the main issue in this piece relates to the contrast in articulation, a few places of held 
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notes suggest a special consideration of the use of pedal in order to maintain a long note within 

the toccata-like movement.  

The idea of two contrasting themes is also applied in the third dance from this set – 

Mikrokosmos, no.150. Apart from articulation and character, the two themes here contrast in 

their rhythmic structure: the opening consists of playful quavers in leggiero, while the bar 5 

introduces a four-voice, choral texture with crotchets and dotted crotchet. In approaching this 

piece, I was constantly experimenting with exploring varieties of touch to enhance these 

contrasts. For example, in the first theme I worked on retaining lightness and playfulness through 

high finger articulation, while in the second theme my intention was to reveal a continual, steady 

mood.  

A particular issue with the performance execution of the aksak here, is raised within the 

development of the piece, where the four voices of the second theme sounds in canon (Figure 

70). As seen below, the aksak appears in two different rhythmic patterns at the same time, 

resulting in the simultaneous appearance of different rhythmic patterns in the extended beat: one 

being a quaver and crotchet and the other a crotchet and quaver. In my practice, I approached 

this section applying the strategies used for polyphonic pieces – focusing on both hands 

separately and then dividing the four voices and creating different combinations of them. In the 

preparation process, I tended to accelerate the tempo in this particular episode and that was 

caused by the existence of multiple accents within the polyphonic texture. As a solution, I 

focused my attention on the extended beat, aiming to underline the melodic events.   
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Figure 70: B. Bartók – Piece no. 150 from Mikrokosmos vol. 6, bars 61-65. 

  

The influence of American folk tunes and Gershwin can be sensed from the first bar of the fourth 

dance (No.151). Bartók used the 8/8 metre - the only metre Simha Arom defined as pseudo 

aksak- and claimed its less explicit aksak character. Based on my extended performance practice, 

I have discovered that this particular type of aksak differs from the others significantly. Within a 

grouping of 3+2+3, the prevalence of extended beats results in shifting the performer’s attention 

onto the short beat, rather than the long beat as exemplified in the other types of aksak, and 

provokes the acceptance of the short beat as the ‘special’ one needing attention. In terms of 

performance execution, this detail distinguishes it greatly from all other types of aksak.   

In Bartók’s Piece no. 151, a mirror-type rhythmic structure of the theme is employed throughout 

the entire dance and serves as a rhythmic ostinato. It consists of a quaver-crotchet in the first 

extended beat, a single crotchet in the short beat and a crotchet-quaver at the end of the bar. 

Composer’s own interpretation of this opening includes a clear accentuation on each first quaver 

of the beats. This enhances the asymmetry of the metre and sets the asymmetrical limping pulse 

from the beginning clearly.  

Amongst the major issues I faced in performing this dance was the complementary rhythms in 

fast tempo in piano dynamics, which appear on the second page (Figure 71). The challenge here 
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was raised by the placement of the chords on the weak parts of the beats and in the meantime, 

sustaining their accompanying function. Percussive exercises and accentuation within the slow 

practice are recommended for this section.  

Figure 71:  B. Bartók – Piece no. 151 form Mikrokosmos, vol.6, bars 26-29.

 

Similarly to the first dance, requires special consideration of the multiple tempo changes is 

required here. In my own experience, one of the most problematic places is the following 

section, which appears with the tempo change of Meno Mosso (Figure 72). The passage consists 

of ascending chords in the left hand alongside an identical rhythmic structure of the melody with 

trills on the last extended beat. It serves as a transition and prepares the culmination of the piece. 

Due to the ascending chords and building intensity of the episode, controlling the tempo was one 

of the issues I experienced.  Despite the fact that markings suggest Meno Mosso to Allargando, I 

tended to accelerate.  This could be prevented through applying a heavier sound in the left hand 

and aiming to carefully listen to all harmonic changes happening. In my practice, the intention of 

additionally extending each end of the bar also helped in achieving better control.  
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Figure 72: B. Bartók – Piece no. 151from Mikrokosmos, vol. 6, bars 52-54.

In terms of the performance execution of the aksak, the next dance is identical to the previously 

discussed second and third dances (no.149 and no.150). My attention was focused on the 

contrasts in articulation and character of the themes. The articulation applied relates clearly to 

the asymmetrical division of the 9/8, where the legato line in the last group forms a natural 

accent of the extended beat. Similarly to no.149, the complementary rhythm between hands 

needs attention along with special consideration of the leading melodic line.   

Perhaps the most technically challenging is the last dance, in which the continuous movement of 

quavers sustains throughout the whole piece. The metre is 8/8 with a grouping of 3+2+3, 

suggesting the consideration of the short beat as ‘special’ due to the prevalence of extended beats 

within the bar. The rhythm and metre in this piece go hand-in-hand, which is an example of the 

close connection between them. The rhythmic theme of the piece coincides with the metric 

grouping of the aksak and significantly eases the performance and perception of the aksak. 

Perhaps the most specific feature remains the reversed sense of beats, caused by the combination 

of two extended beats and one short beat, in which the short beat feels like the different one, 

rather than the extended.  
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 Lubomir Pipkov – Selection from Spring Caprices 

The selected six pieces exemplify two different methods of incorporating the folk source in piano 

music: through composing original themes in folk style and through using the folk elements in a 

different stylistic context as seen in the piece ‘Return’. They also demonstrate Pipkov’s 

individual approach to the aksak within a variety of pianistic textures, which make them a 

valuable source in relation to initial performance experiences with aksak in piano music.  

Two distinguishing interpretations of the cycle are those of the Bulgarian pianist and scholar 

Alexander Vassilenko238 and the Ukrainian pianist Borys Demenko.239 My choice of these 

recordings was led by the idea of comparison between a Bulgarian and an international 

interpretation of this repertoire. Vassilenko’s substantial work as an interpreter and scholar was 

the reason to choose his recordings. On the other hand, Borys Demenko’s was the only recording 

of the entire cycle by a foreign pianist.  

Vassilenko’s interpretation has a clear, sensible focus on the idea of metro-rhythmic game. It is 

structural, with a strong emphasis on the asymmetrical pulsation. It is possible to conclude that 

his interpretation is based on the main specifics of the aksak: all extended beats are perceivable 

and supported by pedals and accents, the overall structure of the phrases is organized in 

alignment with the metre despite the speed or the texture of the musical material. On the other 

hand, Demenko proposes an entirely contrasting idea. His interpretation remains much more 

flexible in terms of tempo changes and use of pedals and even experimental with regards to the 

articulation. In this way, it refers to the Romantic piano tradition. The inner accentuation on the 

238Borys Demenko, Ukrainian piano avant-garde. Bulgarian piano metro-rhythmics, 2006. CD. Also available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ilQFsvmWzM&t=29s.  
239 Alexander Vassilenko, Пролетвни приумици, [Spring Caprices], live recording 2001, accessed July 26, 2018 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ilQFsvmWzM.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ilQFsvmWzM&t=29s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ilQFsvmWzM
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extended beat is not present, which results in an implicit limping pulsation and thereby, a weaker 

link with the folk source. This difference is most sensible in extended in form, virtuosic pieces 

such as ‘Etude’ and ‘Burlesque’. ‘Etude’ is an extended in form miniature with the tempo 

marking Allegro Ritmico and the time signature of 12/16, which is grouped in five beats as 

3+2+2+2+3. The full-bodied chords in fast tempo in the opening section reveal a heroic and 

dramatic character of the piece. A technical difficulty, which may affect the accuracy of the 

metre, occurs between the two demisemiquavers and the following chords of the next bar (Figure 

73). 

Figure 73: L. Pipkov – ‘Etude’ from Spring Caprices, bars 3-5. 

 

In my experience, I tended to shorten the last extended beat in the bar in preparation to the jump 

(see the red circles in Figure 73). As a result of this rush, the last metric group of one quaver and 

two demisemiquavers appeared to be a triplet, which changes the metre into another aksak being 

3+2+2+2+2 rather than 3+2+2+2+3. This example demonstrates how the technical difficulties 

caused by the piano texture may influence the pianist’s accuracy in performing the asymmetrical 

metre. In order to avoid this mistake, it is advisable to consider slow practice with reduced hand 

movements and keep the focus on the asymmetrical progression of beats. Also, the use of a 

linking pedal would additionally secure the jump. This particular issue of texture affecting 



151 
 

rhythmic accuracy pianists face frequently. When applied to the aksak, however, it is even more 

challenge challenging due to the complex bar structure of the metre and the repetitive 

asymmetrical progression of beats.   

The middle section of the ‘Etude’ contrasts in articulation and character to the opening and 

suggests Chopin’s influence. Through the unisons in octaves, fast tempo and the overall piano 

dynamic, the texture represents a reminiscent of the fourth movement of Chopin’s Piano Sonata 

No. 2. Although very similar, both works differ in the notation of the articulation and 

demonstrate links between metre and articulation. In ‘Etude’, this link is underlined with short 

legato lines within the border of the bar. Accurately following the bar lines, Pipkov’s articulation 

markings reinforce the pianist’s sense of bar structure and awareness of beats. In contrast, 

Chopin’s movement consists of long phrases in legato.   

Pipkov’s ‘Return’ illustrates incorporating aksak within more lyrical pieces. The limping 

character of the aksak is muted by the slow tempo and long phrases. Its application is more an 

intentional reference to the folklore as a heritage, rather than a link to any particular folk source. 

Pipkov’s main approach of sustaining a clear bar structure of the aksak through the use of texture 

is very explicit in this example. Despite the combination of slow tempo, complex aksak and 

Western, lyrical character of the piece, the rhythmic structure in left hand coincides with the 

asymmetrical structure of the metre. I found that this contributes significantly to the pianist’s 

consciousness of the bar structure when performing. In my experience with this piece, the main 

difficulties were related to sustaining long legato phrases, precise pedaling and controlling the 

dynamic range.   

The last miniature - “Song” - demonstrates the application of one of Bartók’s methods of 

incorporation of folk elements in piano music. That is, through composing original music in folk 
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style. A beautiful theme in a folk style becomes the centre of the piece and main focus for the 

performer. Interpretational work is required in order to build convincing expression within the 

single voice in the right hand and harmony is used only to underline this melodic line. As the 

conclusion of the cycle, “Rhythms” represents the idea of a metro-rhythmic game through 

frequently changing asymmetrical metres. The presence of short, clearly articulated phrases and 

simple texture highlights the link with the folk music. In my experience, the frequent change of 

metres was a serious issue due to the quick tempo and contrasting phrases. I found it extremely 

beneficial to work separately on the expression of each short phrase prior to linking them into 

longer sections. In this way, the relation between phrase structure and metre is strengthened, 

which helps in smoothly changing the limping pulse.  

Ahmed Adnan Saygun – From Anatolia op. 25 

I have chosen two distinct interpretations of this suite: the first one is by the American pianist 

Kathryn Woodard,240 who is a prominent scholar specilised in Saygun’s music and the second 

one is by the Turkish pianist Zeynep Ucbasaran,241 who is one of the leading Turkish pianists. 

Both differ in their approach to aksak significantly - Woodard’s interpretation remains closer to 

the folkloric origin, which is evident in articulating the phrases and use of accents. Lively, 

contrasting and with very explicit use of dynamics, Woodard presents three contrasting 

movements. Zeynep Ucbasaran suggests a romantic interpretation, evident in the first piece, 

240Kathryn Woodard, ‘Ahmed Adnan Saygun: Piano music,’ Sonic Crossroads/Albani records, 2010, 

0340611168202010, CD.  
241Zeynep Usbasaran, ‘Ahmed Adnan Saygun. Piano Music,’ Naxos, 2008, 8570746, CD. 
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which is much slower in tempo, and played with long pedals and soft sound. It is reminiscent of 

Schubert’s slow movements and escapes from the dance character of the rhythmic ostinato.    

Considering the performing execution of the aksak in this suite, the second movement (‘Zeybek’) 

is the only problematic section of the piece, which is caused mainly by o the slow tempo. 

Another factor, effecting the accurate performance of the aksak is the rhythmic structure of the 

main theme: it begins with an anacrusis, followed by two rests on the third beat, and an accent on 

the last crotchet. The last, extended beat is also relatively complex, as it consists of a short motif 

in legato, a rest and an accented crotchet (Figure 74). These events additionally confuse the inner 

asymmetrical pulsation while playing and requires enhanced attention to the inner bar structure. 

In my preparational work, I used to work separately each bar through analytically outlining the 

beats and practiced stopping at the end of each bar.  I found this beneficial in obtaining a clearer 

sense of the bar structure and an awareness of the asymmetrical pulsation. Thereafter, I started 

linking two or three bars into phrases and building my decisions on expression. In addition, ally, 

I found that listening to an original folk version of the Zeybek music helps to gain a general 

understanding of the character of the piece. 242  

242Murat Salim Tokaç, ‘Kadim Sesler Kadim İzler. Mâhur Zeybek,’ [Ancient sounds ancient basics. Mahur Zeybek.] 

CD, 2017.  
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Figure 74: A.A. Saygun ‘Zeybek’ from From Anatolia, bar 1. 

Ahmed Adnan Saygun – Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op. 45 

Influenced by impressionism and experimentalism, these twelve miniatures represent an 

abstractive translation of the folkloric aksak into the contemporary piano repertoire. Containing 

clear references to the music of Debussy and Stravinsky, the majority of the preludes explore 

sound quality and encourage the pianist-performer to experiment with different touch and 

pedalling. This, combined with diverse textures and modern translation of the aksak, represents 

the main performing issue of this cycle. The first prelude exemplifies the above-described 

textural model of ‘exploration of the space’ within aksak, which is achieved through the 

juxtaposition of long notes with short, harmonic intervals (Figure 75). The textural model shapes 

both the interpretational decisions through its simplicity and the perception of metre through the 

freedom provided. The time signature of 2 translates to an asymmetrical metre of 5/8, which 

might be in combinations of 2+3 or 3+2. Based on my own performance practice, I discovered 

that the place of the short quavers within the bar plays an important role in the pianist’s 

perception of the metre and internal organization of the bar. For example, the appearance of 

quavers on the first and the third metric unit of the bar encourages an internal grouping of 2+3, 

where the quavers (harmonic intervals) mark the beginning of each group (Figure 75).  
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Figure 75: A.A. Saygun – Prelude No.1 from Twelve Prelude on Aksak Rhythms op. 45, bars 6-

17.

 

Within this type of texture, however, a certain difficulty appears in the phrasing due to the 

absence of a clearly articulated melodic line to follow the asymmetric metre. Meanwhile, the 

presence of held notes requires additional attention to their intensity when performing in order to 

sustain long enough.  

The second prelude introduces one of the main characteristics of Saygun’s individual language – 

the use of parallel, unusual scale-like passages as seen in the excerpt below. (Figure 76) Often 

these patterns cause difficulty in fingering and require time for consideration. My personal 

choice of fingering was always led by minimalizing movements through avoiding swapping the 

thumb and employing identical fingers on the same notes. For example, the main position of the 

right hand at the first appearance was: 1-2-3-4-5-1-2-3-4-5. During the second and the third 

repetition, I used the same position starting from the exact finger I have used to play the same 

note. The second phrase was 3-4-5-1-2-3-4-5 and, respectively, the third as 4-5-1-2-3-4-1. The 

same logic was applied to the left hand in all identical moments in the other preludes (Figure 76). 
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Figure 76: A.A. Saygun – Prelude no. 2 from Twelve Prelude on Aksak Rhythms op. 45, bars 13-

18.

 

Toward the end of this piece, Saygun introduces an innovative rhythmic pattern for the aksak - 

placing two voices of harmonic dissonances in the right-hand obscures the ratio of 2:3 and 

challenges the pianist’s coordination between rhythm and metre further. Perhaps the most 

convenient solution to this model is re-considering the last, extended group of three quavers as 

an augmented version of the short group of two. In this way, the sense of beat remains present 

and outlines the specific asymmetrical division of the aksak (Figure 77). 

Figure 77: A.A. Saygun – Prelude no. 2 from Twelve Prelude on Aksak Rhythms op. 45, bars 28-

29. 
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The third prelude demonstrates the textural model ‘exploration of space’ through the use of rests 

and is built on a random progression of dissonant harmonic intervals in different registers. 

Absence of both - melodic line and substantial texture, results in challenges related to sustaining 

accuracy in the asymmetrical metre and to building phrases. In phrasing the opening, I followed 

a four-bar model, in which the end of each motif and the beginning of the next are linked with 

quavers. This rhythmic pattern opposes the main idea of exploring the space, however, it helps in 

forming phrases. Saygun develops this further in the middle section, where he applies a rather 

‘conventional’ rhythmic pattern for the 7/8 and provides a comfortable zone for the performer.  

The use of perfect harmonic intervals, linked in long phases, and the slow tempo of Prelude No.4 

shows the above-mentioned influence of Debussy. Similarly to the impressionistic works, the 

main challenges here are related to the sound quality and touch - leading long legato lines and 

building phrases within harmonic intervals. Due to the slow tempo and the impressionistic 

character of the piece, the aksak remains as intentional reference to the folk source and its 

application is closer to the ‘melodic aksak’.  

The influence of Stravinsky and Prokofiev is obvious from the opening theme of Prelude No. 5. 

The articulation markings, along with the texture, suggest an energetic beginning of the piece. A 

particularly challenging in relation to rhythm-metre connection is the middle section of the piece, 

in which the syncopation of the harmonic seconds forms a distinct rhythmic grouping, which 

differ from the grouping of the metre (Figure 78). In working on this section, initially I tried to 

re-consider the metric groupings and rely on the rhythmic progression. However, this was not a 

sufficient strategy due to the continuous upbeats and the length of this section. Multiple 



158 

repetitions of the place without the held notes and maintaining a continuous awareness of the 

asymmetrical metric grouping, helped in this section.   

Figure 78: A.A. Saygun – Prelude no. 5 from Twelve Prelude on Aksak Rhythms op.45, bars 26-

27.

The influence of Prokofiev can still be sensed in Prelude No.6. The piece is built on a relatively 

simple texture, in which the asymmetrical grouping of 2+3 is clearly articulated. This prelude 

exemplifies one of the textural models, explained earlier in this chapter - that is, the application 

of a percussive texture suggesting a symmetrical two within the asymmetrical metre, itself 

containing a limping pulse of 2+3 (See Figure 60 on page 131). In rehearsing this section, I used 

enhanced accentuation on the first quaver of the asymmetrical grouping, which, in this case 

appears in right and left hand subsequently.  

Preludes No. 7 and No. 9 contain a similar approach to the aksak, which involves a 

predominantly two-voice texture, clearly outlined melody and accompaniment and long, 

virtuosic unison passages. A simple rhythmic structure of pulsing quavers allows easier 
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formation of the asymmetrical groupings. In contrast, the seventh prelude provides a 

considerably longer section of the textural model ‘exploring the space’, providing opportunities 

to re-consider the groupings in order to sustain the asymmetrical pulse and remain accurate to the 

rhythmic patterns.  

Preludes No. 8 and No. 10 from the cycle are connected by an identical use of the aksak – that is, 

through exploration of the sonority and emphasis on sound colors. In both pieces, the sense of 

pulsation is absent, and the performer is encouraged to experiment with sound through precise 

dynamic markings and use of a wide range of registers.  

Prelude No. 11 is a short miniature, where the focus is on the contrasting articulation and it 

serves as a preparation to the last piece of the cycle. The fast tempo and long distances represent 

the main performing issue. On the other hand, the presence of pulsing quavers makes the 

awareness of asymmetrical groupings easier. The final piece pushes the limits of the ratio within 

the aksak through the articulation of two groupings of 4+3, where the short group is presented by 

three semiquavers and the extended one by four. Another markable feature of this prelude is the 

unusual combination of rhythm, texture and metre, suggesting a limping sense of the 5/16.  

As seen above, Saygun’s Preludes provide examples of different performing issues related to the 

application of the aksak. Due to the variety of textural settings presented, this cycle would be 

more appropriate for pianists who are already familiar with the specifics of the aksak as folk 

element, rather than to those initially exploring this repertoire.     
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Ahmed Adnan Saygun – Etude no. 1 from Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op.38  

The first Etude of the cycle involves several pianistic techniques such as repetitions, octaves, and 

chords, that are present within a very complex metrical structure. The time signature of the 

opening is stated as 4, indicating four groups within the bar. The groupings here contain different 

numbers of semiquavers, which demonstrates Saygun’s idea of pushing the limits of the ratio in 

aksak. The four metric groups in each bar consist of the following number of units: 4+3+2+5 

with the sum of 14. The notation of the score indicates a division of a bar into two bars of 7 

semiquavers, which makes the pianist’s coordination significantly easier. The division of seven 

notes is supposed to be organised into 2+2+3 in the first half of the bar and 2+3+2 in the second, 

which is shown with changing of the hands (Figure 79).  

Figure 79: A.A. Saygun – Etude no. 1 from Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op.38, bars 1-3. 

Due to this metric complexity, it is recommended that the pianist remember the two different 

combinations of groupings and their succession as a model, which will make performance 

practice easier. It is extremely important to follow the changes of the extended beat and to 
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internalise this model of two asymmetrical metres, as they serve as a basis for the rhythmic 

pattern in the left hand. In this sense, it represents an example of connection between rhythm and 

metre. Thus, it would be extremely difficult to remember the rhythmic pattern of the left hand 

without having a clear sense of the metric structure and change of groupings in the repetition of 

the C in the right hand.  

This provokes an internal expectation of the extended beat and respectively unites two bars into 

one phrase, and in this way reaches the intended indication of 4 groupings at the beginning. As 

the piece develops, the time signature changes to 2 and indicates two types of groupings – the 

first being 2+5 and the second being 3+4. Both types challenge the conventional ratio of 2:3 and 

at the same time remain identical to the beginning in terms of number of units per bar being 7.  

As mentioned earlier, this Etude presents different technical problems. A major one is sustaining 

a fast tempo within the chordal texture in the middle section. Тhe sense of 7-beat metre here is 

strengthened by a conventional pulsation, contributing to the pianist’s comfort within these 

passages. This conventional division is underlined by the change of hands, where the first 

semiquaver of the beat sounds in the left hand and others in the right hand (Figure 80).  

Figure 80: A.A. Saygun – Etude no. 1 from Ten Etudes on Aksak Rhythms op. 38, bars 45-47.  
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A similar approach of internalisation of the pulsation in order to remain accurate to the rhythm 

and metre can be applied in the development section. It consists of octaves and a melody, with a 

distinct rhythmic pattern moving from the right to the left hand successively. The same 

internalisation of the pulsation here helps in comfortably placing the melodic motifs on time and 

support altering the tempo in order to build a convincing interpretation.  

György Ligeti – Etude no. 4 ‘Fanfares’  

The piece is built on a scale-type ostinato, repeated exactly 217 times. It is juxtaposed with a 

free, improvisatory melodic line of harmonic intervals. The texture refers to the structure of 

African polyrhythms, where different rhythmic layers sound simultaneously, forming a complex 

polyrhythm. Ligeti’s detailed markings of dynamics and articulation additionally strengthen the 

sense of two diverse rhythmic layers – a legato pattern in the ostinato and multiple short phrases 

in the melody (Figure 81). In the process of preparing and rehearsing the Etude, I allowed time to 

work in detail on short phrases in the melody. That involved following precisely the articulation 

markings and making decisions on the expression of each melodic motif. Thereafter, I worked on 

putting together the two rhythmic layers in both hands, allowing time to analyse the rhythmic 
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events happening on each beat in the bar. A considerable amount of time was spent in slow 

practice, concentrating on awareness of the juxtaposition of different rhythms within the metre. 

Figure 81: G. Ligeti – Etude no. 4 ‘Fanfares’, bars 97-100 

The above shown example illustrates this juxtaposition of different rhythmic events within the 

two hands in the short and extended beats of the bar. This is also a fine example of the 

connection between rhythm and asymmetrical metre, requiring a certain level of attention within 

the rehearsing process. In this sense, the preparation process involves a high level of 

internalisation of the asymmetrical pattern 3+2+3 of the ostinato and in combination with 

placement of the rhythmic events of the melody over the aksak. In most cases, this results in 

memorisation of the patterns in accordance with the aksak ostinato. In the middle section of the 

Etude is an annotation ‘from here bar lines are only meant to help synchronisation of hands’,243 

which also contributes to internalisation of the aksak and to being more aware of the rhythmic 

structure that appears over it in the leading melody. Despite the issue described above, sustaining 

a stable tempo and retaining clarity of the score throughout the piece is another challenge due to 

the unusual pianistic texture. The presence of aksak and the improvisational nature of the main 

melody prevents the use of a metronome in the rehearsing process.  

243György Ligeti, ‘Etudes pour piano. Premiere livre,’ music score, (Germany: Schott Music, 1986) 
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Ilhan Baran –Three Abstract Dances (1958) 

The three miniatures of this cycle are focused on the aksak, and clearly represent a modern 

treatment of this element. Entirely based on the harmonic dissonances, the first piece – ‘Aksak’ – 

provides an example of frequently changing metres, including the following: 2/8, 3/8, 4/8, 5/8, 

6/8, 7/8, 8/8, 9/8 and 10/8. The overall character is barbaric, with a dynamic marking of sempre 

forte. The piece is built on harmonic dissonances and clusters within a percussive use of the 

aksak. Baran applied straightforward rhythmic structures consisting of quavers, crotchets and 

dotted crotchets. Furthermore, the metric groupings are clearly outlined in various ways – for 

example, through positioning the initial chords/clusters of the group in a different register, or 

through changing the first chord of the group. Often throughout the piece each grouping is 

played by right and left hand successively, as seen in the example below (Figure 82).  As 

mentioned earlier, Baran used the accent as a principal tool in this piece, which, together with the 

frequent metric changes, I found challenging to play.  Figure 55 on page 127 shows different 

treatment of the 8/8 metre by simply changing the accentuation. Thereby, Baran creates an 

accented group of the aksak, which in the first bar is the second beat and in the next bar is the 

third.  

Along with this, the repetitive clusters in different metres and changing registers I found 

confusing and struggled to memorize this section accurately. (Figure 82). To overcome this, I 

worked on building phrases within the clusters and on creating a certain expression. For instance, 

by adding an open expression to the first bar in 7/8 and finishing off with a crescendo on the top 

harmonic intervals, then stopping and combining the next two bars into one phrase, serving as a 

‘response’, and closing it off before the new material is presented.  
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Figure 82: I. Baran – ‘Aksak’ from Three abstract dances, bars 52-56.

 

After the barbaric ‘Aksak’, Baran introduces the second piece of the cycle, entitled upon the 

eponymous Turkish folk dance zeybek. The miniature represents a variety of compositional 

devices such as changing metres; wide use of registers; harmonic dissonances, borrowed from 

the previous piece ‘Aksak’; tremolo-type structures. Through the use of rests, the so-called 

‘exploration of space’ model of application of the aksak is also applied in this miniature.    

Contrast is a leading idea in ‘Zebek’. It is revealed through a juxtaposition of contrasting 

dynamics, the richness of rhythmic layout and tempo changes. The fact that all these events 

occur in a limited timeframe additionally challenges the performance practice. I personally found 

it difficult to get used to the swift changes and remain accurate to the composer’s markings.  The 

following excerpt illustrates these contrasts: in only seven bars, the pianist is required to make 

the tempo change to meno mosso for the folkloric intonation; return to the original tempo and in 

the meantime to express the articulation markings and to remain accurate to the rhythmic 

structure of the last identical four bars. (Figure 83) When listening to this movement, it is 

possible to sense an overall impression of a collage, in which each piece possesses distinct 

character.   
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Figure 83: I. Baran – ‘Zeybek’ from Three abstract dances, bars 15-21.

The last miniature of this cycle is the most extended one in terms of form. The title ‘Horon’ also 

refers to the Turkish folk dance horon from the region of the Black Sea and uses harmonic 

fourths at the beginning, which imitate the timbre of the folk instrument kemence. The metre is 

7/16 aksak with a grouping of 2+2+3 in the opening bars. The grouping is supported by the 

change of hands, which simplifies and helps the performer and the listener to understand the 

metre. An interesting rhythmic approach is presented throughout this piece – that is, the use of 

the quadruplet in the extended group of the metre, which challenges the ratio of 2:3. The 

example below shows a progression of three bars, where the extended beat is represented 

through quadruplets and the short beat remains as two semiquavers (Figure 84). I found it 

challenging to measure the extended groups in this case. It is a clear example of the need to 

internalise the pulsation of short and long beats rather than a combination of units in twos and 

threes. Later in the piece, Baran further expands his rhythmic searches through application of 

more complex version of this rhythmic combination – that is, by adding a syncopation in the 

extended beat.   
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Figure 84: I. Baran – ‘Horon’ from Three abstract dances, bars 80-85. 

Similarly to the previous piece, Baran opens up the issue of space in aksak through the rest, 

which Saygun further developed later. In the middle section of ‘Horon’, he uses short, harmonic 

dissonances and rests. They are always positioned at the beginning of the beat, which 

significantly simplifies sustaining the asymmetrical metre, but still requires sustained attention to 

the metre (Figure 85). It is recommended to keep the pulse by tapping with the foot at early 

stages of the learning process. This practice would improve the sense of metre through building 

awareness of the beat within the body. I found it easier to lose the groupings or to rush the tempo 

due to the spaces and repetitive patterns.  

Figure 85: I. Baran – ‘Horon’ from Three abstract dances, bars 60-62. 
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In conclusion, this chapter was dedicated to the performance execution of the aksak in the 

selected repertoire. It provided a detailed analysis of how the presence of the two distinguishing 

durational units within the bar influence the pianist’s awareness of the metre. Based on my own 

experience through studying and performing these works, I have explained my reflections on the 

performance, which are demonstrated in my folio of performances. The following chapter is the 

conclusion of the project and it summarises my findings on the application of the aksak as a folk 

element in the selected piano repertoire.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

 

The purpose of the current research was to examine the application of the aksak as a folk element 

in the selected piano repertoire from a musicological and performance perspective.  It is the first 

study which brings together and provides a comparative analysis of the presence of aksak in the 

solo piano works of these particular six composers. Based on the detailed analysis of composers’ 

approaches to the aksak in their solo piano works, I have shown the great flexibility of the aksak 

as a folk element – it has successfully been applied to diverse compositional techniques and 

within a variety of contemporary piano textures. In addition, the polyphonic nature of the piano 

allows the use of multiple voicing and chordal structures. The research has proved the existence 

of highly distinct, individual approaches to the aksak in the solo piano music of these composers 

and their characteristics has been described in detail in Part Two of this exegesis.  

Through the examination of two generations of composers in each country, my research has also 

demonstrated sustained interest in using aksak in piano works: its important place within the 

national piano traditions of Bulgaria and Turkey, and the continuity of its use within the piano 

works of the two prominent Hungarian composers. Contextualising the examined repertoire in 

the realm of music and politics during the twentieth century, it was shown that the composers’ 

approaches to the aksak related to the general attitude taken by Socialist Realism and Turkish 

Westernisation towards the application of folklore in original compositions. The current findings 

add to the growing body of literature on the influence of folk music on classical piano repertoire 

and musical nationalism. Moreover, this study contributes significantly to the English language 

sources on a less popular field of Bulgarian piano music.   
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The second important outcome of my research relates to performance practice. On the basis of 

the performed selection of solo piano works, I found that the presence of aksak in the selected 

piano works significantly reinforced my awareness of the metre while performing. This is due to 

the great importance of the beat in unifying the two- and three-metric units of the metre and 

applies continually, regardless of the compositional style and technique applied. Based on 

detailed score-analysis, an examination of recordings and on my personal experiences while 

rehearsing and performing these works, I have found that this internal awareness of the bar 

structure has an impact on tempo and tempo changes, articulation and rhythms within the aksak 

in various piano textures. These results enhance our understanding of the complex internal 

processes provoked by this particular folk element in the pianist’s experience while practising 

and performing. A greater focus on the application of the aksak in the genres of chamber and 

orchestral music could produce interesting findings on the common sense of metre and the 

overall performance experience.     
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Appendix: Contents of folio 

CD 1 – Recital 1 (June 2016) 

1. Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) – Italian Concerto BWV 971 (1735)

[Allegro] 

Andante 

Presto 

2. Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) – Rhapsody op. 79 no. 1 (1879)

3. Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) – Piano Sonata no. 3 A minor op. 28 (1917)

4. Béla Bartók (1881-1945) – Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm, vol. 6 Mikrokosmos, nos.

148-153 (1936-1940)

5. Ulvi Cemal Erkin (1906-1972) – Impressions (‘Game’, ‘Little Shepherd’, ‘Brook’, ‘Ox-

cart’, ‘Game’, ‘Marching Song’, ‘Joke’, ‘Flutterings’, ‘Game’, ‘Don’t Cry My Beloved’

and ‘Folk Dance’) (1937)

CD 2 – Recital 2 (November 2016) 

1. Bohuslav Martinů (1890-1959) – Puppets Book 1 (1925)

2. Béla Bartók (1881-1945) –Romanian Folk Dances Sz.56, BB58 (1915)

3. Béla Bartók (1881-1945) – Allegro Barbaro Sz. 49 (1913)

4. Ahmed Adnan Saygun (1907-1991) – suite From Anatolia op.25 (1945)

Meşeli 

Zeybek 

Halay 

5. Larry Sitsky (1934) – ‘Chant Ceremony of the Yei Gods’ from Dimensions of Night

(2008)

6. Lazar Nikolov (1922-2005) – ‘Glimmers’ (1970)
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CD 3 – Recital 4 (November 2017) 

1. Vladimir Deshevov (1899-1955)– Seven Meditations op.3 (1922)

2. Arthur Lourié (1892-1966)– Five Preludes Fragiles op.1 (1908-1910)

3. Alexander Scriabin (1871-1915) – Sonata op. 68 no. 9 ‘Black Mass’ (1913)

4. György Ligeti (1923-2006) – Etude no. 4 ‘Fanfares’ (1985)

5. Ilhan Baran (1934-2016) – Three Abstract Dances (1959)

Aksak 

Zeybek 

Horon 

6. Vassil Kazandjiev (1934) – selection from Youth Album (‘Baba Metsa’, ‘The Kiss of

Spring’, ‘Rachenitsa’, ‘Ring of the Bells’, ‘Little Etude’, ‘Clouds are Running in the

Sky’) (1973)

7. Vassil Kazandjiev (1934) – ‘Toccata’ (1958)

CD 4 – Recording Project (July 2018) 

1. Béla Bartók (1881-1945) – Romanian Christmas Carols Sz.57 (1915)

2. Béla Bartók (1881-1945) – Six Dances in Bulgarian Rhythm, vol. 6 Mikrokosmos, nos.

148-153 (1936-1940)

3. Lubomir Pipkov (1904-1974) – selection from Spring Caprices (‘Etude’, ‘Return’,

‘Rachenitsa’, ‘Song’, ‘Rhythms’, ‘Burlesque’) (1971-2)

4. Ahmed Adnan Saygun (1907-1991) – Twelve Preludes on Aksak Rhythms op. 45 (1967)
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