











On Polish Folkdances

units create a higher unit—a bar. Bars are combined into phrases, and phrases into
tunes. The network of interdependences between units creates a rhythmic grammar

of the repertoire.
To begin with, I identified an alphabet of basic rhythmic groups from which the
repertoire is constructed:

- J o PP -d.2

>0 -2 N b -4

-7p -d Al -1
-dIDD - J

Then in a few procedures I examined:
— frequency of each of the basic rhythms
— number of different rhythmic groups in one tune
— types of bars and their frequency
— combinations of bars and their disposition in phrases, with special atten-
tion to opening and closing bars.

Analysis

All the most important results are shown in the table.

First, it shows the most frequent rhythmic groups for each type of dance. Polish
dances are quite consistent in this respect. Finnish polskas have three basic rhythms
of major importance, but they hardly make use of triplets and dotted rhythm.

The number of different basic rhythms in each group of dances shows how rich
their rhythmic structure is. With 11 basic groups, polskas are more complicated than
Polish folk tunes, of which mazurkas are built on 7 rhythms, chodzone on 8, and
kujawiaks on 10. Chopin’s works are the extreme case with 16 different groups.

The percentage of long groups (like half-note or dotted quarter-note) is especial-
ly high in fast dances and low in slower ones. Rhythms of higher density are more
frequent in slower tunes. The difference between both categories is most striking in
the case of polskas.

The next stage of analysis reveals combinations of basic rhythms into bars. The
table shows which type of bars are most frequent in each group. Many of the bars
show some similarities in the disposition of rhythmic density, which I call ‘rhythmic
contour’. I distinguished five such groups:
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— a : ascendental, starting with longer notes, like J > > > )

—d : descendental; ending with longer notes, like > > J J

— e : equal; having more or less the same density on all the three beats, like

D L I L

— : upper arch-type; bars with a dense group in the middle, surrounded by
quarternotes on the first and third beat, like J > > J

— : lower arch-type; reversed structures, that is, bars with a quarter-note on
the second beat, surrounded by denser groups, like > > J 2 2

The rhythmic contour of the bars is of special importance for this kind of mate-
rial because it has often been said that descendentality of bars is a distinguishing
factor for the mazurka rhythm.

Calculations show that only in kujawiaks are all the contour-types represented in
comparable amounts. In mazurkas and kujawiaks descending (d) bars prevail, while
in the slow chodzone equally condensed (e) bars dominate. The same is the case with
polskas. It is interesting to note what an important role descendental bars play in
Chopin’s works. In this respect his Mazurkas are much closer to the so-called natio-
nal mazurka than to the folk repertoire.

The phrase structure is similar in all dances: 4-bar phrases dominate, only Polish
chodzone (walk-dances) and polskas tend to have longer phrases. In the chodzone it
is mostly due to internal repetitions of singular bars, while in polskas phrases often
have a structure of 4+2 bars.

The most interesting bars are those at the beginning and end of each tune as the
points of the crucial importance. As to opening bars, all Polish tunes, irrespective of
their tempo, are quite similar.

The same calculation made for rhythmic contours shows the exceptional role of
descendental (d) bars as closing formulas. At the beginning of phrases and melodies,
equal (e) bars dominate in all groups, and in polskas in particular. Only in kujawiaks
are ascendental (a) bars more frequent.

Conclusions

Comparison of the most important results of the calculations presented lets me draw
some general conclusions. The question which I tried to answer was: is the classifi-
cation of Polish triple dances based on the tempo of performance only, or, are there
perhaps also important structural differences.

The Polish repertoire has many similarities on each level. In all three groups the
same basic rhythms (J and J'.») dominate, together accounting for almost 80 % of
the material.
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They all have the same dominating bar (» > > 2 ), as well as the opening bar
(P> 22> DD).

Some differences seem to be a logical consequence of different performance tem-
pi. Mazurka, which is the fastest dance, has the highest percentage of long basic
rhythms and the lowest percentage of condensed rhythms. Consequently, the slow
chodzony evinces the opposite trend: the highest percentage of condensed rhythms
and lowest percentage of long groups. The kujawiak in both respects lies between
the two.

It would be easy to conclude that the slower the tune, the more sophisticated and
condensed its rhythm can be. This, however, is not true, since kujawiaks have the
greatest number of basic rhythms and different bars. It is an argument for qualitati-
ve discrepancies between the tunes analysed, in all probability resulting from diffe-
rent choreotechnic structures.

The closing bars are especially strongly determined by the dance movement. The
majority of mazurkas end with an accented bar, which corresponds to foot-tapping.
In less vigorous kujawiaks and chodzones the endings are more differentiated, and
mostly ‘smoother’ in contour. The same is the case with polskas.

Chopin’s Mazurkas, apart from the obvious effects of the composer’s technique,
differ greatly from the folk tunes analysed, being a kind of compromise between the
folk kujawiak and the so-called national mazurka, existing in Polish art music since
the end of the 18th century. Its influences can be seen especially in

* a very strong descendentality
 dominance of the bar called a typical mazurka figure (». 5 J J)
* high frequency of dotted rhythms.

If we try to compare Finnish polskas to the Polish repertoire, in my opinion the
rhythmic structure of Finnish tunes is more complicated than that of Polish tunes.
This can be seen in a high number of basic rhythmic groups in the material as well
as in the surprisingly high number of different bars of which they are composed.
This points to the art music influences. The polskas analyzed reveal some similari-
ties to the polonaise-type (in my analysis represented by the Polish chodzone)—this
is reflected in their equally condensed bars, high density and diversity of rhythms as
well as in the closing bars, which represent the type characteristic of the court polo-
naise (D H A D 1 ).

Bearing in mind that in Poland certain rhythmic patterns result from the Polish
language and that they can be found in the deepest strata of the vocal repertoire of
the pre-Christian symbolism, I believe that the source of this tradition is to be loo-
ked for in Poland. At least some Finnish authors share this opinion: “The ‘polska’
was influenced by the music and dance of Poland (from whence comes its name),
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and came to Finland by way of Sweden in the 17th century” (Heikkild 1988, 8).
A hypothetical model of the development of all these dances could be as follows
(Diagram 1.):

Diagram 1.
Polish folksong
mazurka thythms
Renaissance and Baroque dances
v
) /// p ‘Polish dances’
— /
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Chopin’s Mazurkas

1. From the most archaic Polish folk tunes with mazurka rhythms developed different types
of dance music.

. From Renaissance and Baroque ‘Polish dances’ in general, emerged the “court” mazurka
and polonaise as so-called ‘national dances’.

. Polish folk dances influenced Renaissance and Baroque ‘Polish dances’, leading from folk
mazurka to the “court” mazurka.

. Renaissance and Baroque ‘Polish dances’ came to Scandinavia, where they developed into
polskas—without direct influence from the Polish folk repertoire.

5. Finally, Chopin’s mazurkas should be considered a mixture of Polish folk dance elements

and “court” mazurka.

To test or verify this hypothesis, however, one needs to examine large samples of
both historical and contemporary folk and art music material. And, of course, a
morphological study should be followed by musicological, historical and sociologi-
cal interpretation.
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