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Abstract

Imre Csenki composed such enduring in choir movement that all his professional activities were accompanied by popularity in all his life. His name, ensembles and compositions have closely intertwined firstly with the music life of Debrecen and then with Budapest’s. During his years spent in Debrecen, beside teaching he conducted the Choir of The Reformed College, the Csokonai Choir, the Choir of the University and the MÁV Philharmonic Orchestra. His affection for the city remained until the end of his life. He still commuted between Debrecen and Budapest in 1948 but he left to be the head of the Choir of the State Folk Ensemble in Budapest in 1950 due to the huge and unexpected changes, the socialization of the teachers’ training colleges and the then uncertain socioeconomic situation.
Abstract

Imre Csenki a fost atât de perseverent în mișcarea corală încât activitatea sa profesională a fost populară de-a lungul vieții sale. Numele său, ansamblurile și compozițiile sale au fost strâns legate de viața muzicală mai întâi la Debrețin și apoi la Budapesta. A dirijat Corul Universității și Orchestra Filarmonicii MÁV în 1948. A făcut naveta între Debrețin și Budapesta în 1948, dar a părăsit corul Ansamblului Folcloric de Stat în 1950 din cauza schimbărilor uriașe și neașteptate Kádár și a naționalizării cadrelor didactice. Cuvinte cheie: Ungaria, epoca culturii libere, Imre Csenki, viața muzicală.

Kivonat
Csenki Imre olyan kitartóan alkotott a kórusmozgalomban, hogy szakmai tevékenységét egész életében népszerűség kísérte. Neve, együttesei és szerzeményei szorosan összefonódtak először Debrecen, majd Budapest zenei életével. A tanítás mellett Debrecenben eltöltött évei alatt a Református Kollégium Kórusát, a Csokonai Énekkart, az Egyetemi Kórust és a MÁV Filharmonikusokat vezényelte. A város iránti vonzalma élete végéig megmaradt. 1948-ban még Debrecen és Budapest között ingázott, de a hatalmas és váratlan változások, a tanítóképzők szocializációja és az akkori bizonytalan társadalmi-gazdasági helyzet miatt 1950-ben az Állami Népi Együttes kórusának élére távozott.
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The era of community culture
The era of community culture between 1945 and 1948 was primarily the manifestation of extracurricular cultural activity—independent of schools and education—in the relatively democratic period of Hungary’s post-1944 political public life, which resulted in great cultural richness and the possibility to choose from a wide range of activities. In terms of content, this expanded to the whole culture. It proclaimed a progressive historical approach, knowledge of Hungarian ethnology, and awareness of the developments of Hungarian literature and arts. From the perspective of cultural activities initiated by individuals, and not the state, community culture had several components. First of all, it presupposes an active process of self-cultivation of individuals in all communities. Secondly, it requires studying, satisfying, and improving the cultural needs of various social strata, principally that of the peasantry and the working class through bottom-to-top initiatives. It relied on the self-determination and autonomous nature of democratic communities such as scholarly and cultural associations, civilizational circles, in other words, on the self-determination of the civil society (Durkó, 1997, p. 182).
Sándor Karácsony was the principal founding father of the community culture movement and a valuable figure in creating the theoretical background of this movement. His cultural service made it possible that the peoples of the Danube basin to learn about each other's cultural output and be able to form a bond. The institutional frames of Karácsony’s ideas were created in the middle of the Second World War. The Master was appointed full professor at the Faculty of Pedagogy of the University of Debrecen in 1942. He founded the Institute of Social Psychology, but the thought of a national culture did not belong to the progressive ideas of the era. It led to a productive intellectual period in which the Hungarian learned people aspired to make Hungarian traditional culture part of the so-called official public culture. The audience were inspired by the works of the poet Endre Ady, and of the composers Béla Bartók and Zoltán Kodály (Pozsgai, 2001, p. 7, p. 12; Harangozó, 2001). The majority of the Hungarian youth regarded Karácsony their master, around whom an intellectual circle was taking form. The group of the so-called “Alexandrists” was adjourned for political reasons. However, the intellectual movement, started by the Master and his loyal students, was put down. It was followed by several decades of neglect. Karácsony was rehabilitated only after the fall of the socialist regime, and his oeuvre returned to the core of Hungarian pedagogical public life at that time.
The Hungarian-Romanian Society, established by Karácsony, and its journal titled Keleti Kapu [Eastern Gate] were founded in Debrecen – its first issue was edited by Gábor Lükő and published in November 1946. They published two issues altogether. The president of the society was Sándor Karácsony, and members of its leadership belonged to the circle of his students. Their goal was to strengthen Hungarian-Romanian relations, particularly in Debrecen and the Transtisza. For this reason, they organized Hungarian-Romanian events. The society is known to have operated until 1949, but there is no data until precisely when— we only know that their activity ceased with the elimination of “Karácsonyism” (Bakó, 1997, p. 199).
The cultural activity based on free initiative became the first experimental implementation of cultural democracy not only in Debrecen but also in Hungary. Between 1944 and 1948, there were at least 37 amateur art-loving groups: 11 artistic groups, 8 reading groups, 6 political-social, and 6 scholarly groups. The other significant area of free-initiative-based cultural activity was the activities that promoted the creation and reception of the art, expanded to all branches. Fine arts culture was spread by the organization of four or five exhibitions per year. The Ferenc Medgyessy Fine Arts Society and Studio, which is one of the most important free schools of amateur fine artists in Debrecen even today, rose to a national standard (Durkó, 1997, p. 185). The majority of the city’s official artists learned the basics of drawing and painting in this studio. In the choir movement, Imre Csenki’s college choir set the standards for choirs on a national level.
Short biography
The oeuvre of the conductor Imre Csenki (1912-1988) won the recognition and appreciation of both music critics and the audience. All his professional activities enjoyed great popularity in his entire life. His name, his choirs, as well as the music pieces he composed, were closely intertwined first with the music life of Debrecen and then with Budapest.
In the interwar period, Hungary’s public mood was characterized by a longing for “historical Hungary” and “the happy old times.” The Christian denominations’ influence in public life was increasing. The new types of mass culture, cinema, and sport were attracting more and more fans. In music, developments in society led to a feeling of estrangement between the artist and his audience. The way Debussy, Strauss, Ravel, and Honegger connected with their listeners no longer worked. At the concerts of Bartók, Kodály, Prokofiev, Shostakovich, Enescu, and Britten a new kind of dynamic between the composer and audience showed. This new kind of music found a new audience, and thus, sooner or later, the composer and audience found their ways back to each other again. Activities that focused on educating the audience, music criticism, and public musicology significantly contributed to this process (Szabolcsi, 1964, pp. 76-79).
In such a national and international context, Imre Csenki learned the love of music from his father. The latter was highly respected, and he had a key role in the cultural life of Püspökladány. Csenki's father conducted a choir and ran three acting groups, organized an orchestra, and took violin and piano teaching, too. The young Csenki received his first piano lessons from his father, who made his son enroll in a piano course at the music school in Debrecen at the age of 7. At 14, Imre Csenki became a student at the Teachers Training College, where his roommate was Zoltán Tar (1913-1992), who later became a celebrated painter and art teacher in Debrecen. Initially, Csenki wanted to be a pianist, and he even went to Béla Bartók for an audition. However, when he entered the Academy of Music, his teacher became someone else, so he lost interest. Instead, he became a music teacher and conductor, later composer. He accomplished outstanding results at the national and even international level with his choirs.
Csenki was rehabilitated for the unfair political treatment of the 1950s. He received the title college professor, which he held until the end of his long life, he also received the Kossuth Prize and the Excellent Artist recognition. He died as the holder of the Commander’s Cross of the Order of Merit of the Republic of Hungary (Gajdics 1992, pp. 17-19: Ittzés, 2004, pp. 21-23). A memorial book about his oeuvre was edited in Kecskemét, in his home town Püspökladány, a statue was erected, and his music pieces are continuously sung by choirs and performed in theatres. In addition to conducting and teaching music, an important part of Csenki’s life was research on folk music, which mainly concerned Gypsy folk music. With his brother, Sándor Csenki, he collected more than 1000 Gypsy folk songs between 1938 and 1944— first at their place of birth in Püspökladány, later in the whole country (Két fiatal debreceni tudós, 1942, p. 6). They followed the footsteps of Bartók and Kodály, who had stopped the research because of not knowing the Gypsy language. The two brothers visited Gypsy settlements with a phonograph to jot down the Gypsy songs and ballads. Sándor noted down the texts, while Imre wrote the melodies. Following Sándor’s death in 1945, Imre continued the collection. The brothers were supported by Kodály, and the compiled songs were published as well. With the newly discovered melodies, they contributed to the significant enrichment of Hungarian folk music (Csenki, 1952, pp. 38-39). Their 22 booklets of folk songs and folk tales represented a pioneering work. With his expertise in collecting Hungarian folk songs, Imre started to gather Gypsy folk songs at a scholarly level. The Csenki brothers’ publications became the seminal source works in the research on Gypsies (Gajdics, 1992, p. 24).
His years in Debrecen
Debrecen’s musical public life and audience started to shape markedly at the beginning of the twentieth century. The new modern endeavors were adapted more easily and readily by musicians than the literary community. Thus, art music reached more people than previously, and the audience was diversified (Straky, 1997, p. 242).
From 1940, Imre Csenki was a music teacher at the Debrecen Reformed College and a lecturer in music at the university. At this time, he was conducting a choir and an orchestra as well. In the same year, he also organized the University of Debrecen Choir, which was a mixed choir and was led by him for five years. Thanks to the success and the experience that he gained with the university choir, he established the modern College Choir in the form of a mixed choir, which reached beyond the great traditions of the Reformed College, but at the same time, it represented a tradition creating musical direction. The choir gained the acknowledgment of the audience. The choir members started to work enthusiastically in order to establish a musical assembly that was able to perform even the most ambitious pieces. Thanks to their enthusiasm and Csenki’s aptitude, expertise, and training, they became a renowned choir both nationally and internationally. They introduced themselves at the concert series of the Ady Society, on March 6, 1947. Later they proved their training in front of the audience in the neighboring towns. These concerts in the countryside aimed to introduce the works of Zoltán Kodály and Béla Bartók, beside the promotion of choir singing. There were performances in the capital city as well, at the Academy of Music and the Hungarian Radio. This way, they proved to be outstanding among the countryside choirs.

In 1948, the College Choir was unified with the Choir of Debrecen Workers, also led by Csenki, under the informal name of Csenki Choir. In the same year, they went to Switzerland, where they produced a record of the entire repertoire of the choir in the Radio of Lausanne. 

The choir provided an invaluable service for the case of the Hungarian culture. Its concerts enjoyed great success everywhere. The Swiss journals wrote about them in long articles, highlighting the choir’s discipline, which led to their success. Csenki’s skills were praised separately. A Hungarian choir performed a Hungarian composer’s piece in Hungarian in the church which is perhaps the holiest in the Reformed world.

The entire activity and travels of the choir were very orderly. Besides the head of the choir, the director, István Osváth also contributed to the success. The ’Csenkists’ were in full glory.
Another challenge was the International Workers’ Choir competition in Budapest, where they got the First Prize out of 16 choirs, overtaking this way the Liszt Ferenc Choir of the capital city. This achievement proved that they deserved the praise not only nationally but internationally as well. They won the First Prize in the mixed choir competition and the honorarium of the National Association of the Choirs of Hungarian Workers.

In 1948-1949, a season ticket series of three concerts was organized for the local audience in the ballroom of the County Hall and the Aranybika Hotel, where the choir presented the most beautiful pieces of its repertoire. At the first one, Béla Bartók’s Four Hungarian folk songs was performed for the first time in Debrecen in front of a great audience (premiere) (Gajdics, 1992, p. 93). 
The town of Debrecen highly appreciated and valued the local choir that acquired a national reputation and their conductor, who conducted the MÁV Philharmonic Band as well in 1949 (Straky, 1997, p. 24).






Conclusion
Imre Csenki’s activity in Debrecen after the Second World War, besides teaching, included leading the College Choir, the Csokonai Choir, the University Choir, and the MÁV Philharmonic Band. He remained close to the town until the end of his life, and his big plans in progress made him stay there for a long time. In 1948, he was still commuting between Debrecen and Budapest since he led the Dance and Choir Art College of the National Association of the Folk Colleges until it ceased its activity. In addition, the Budapest MÁV Symphonic Band and the Debrecen College Choir performed Bartók’s Cantata Profana together, which was the first presentation of the piece in the countryside. The members of the choir were young people aged 16-22 and trained in music as all of them could read the music sheets. The male singers came from the college, and the female singers were from the Dóczy Institute. At the concert organized in the ballroom of the Aranybika Hotel, the program was Bartók’s Concerto and Kodály’s Psalmus. The last great event of the College (Csenki) Choir in Debrecen was the performance of Kodály’s The Spinning Room. It happened when the Great Forest Open-Air Stage started to be built, and the choir sang the piece at its opening. This was the first open-air performance of the piece, which was attended by Zoltán Kodály and his wife too. The conductor was Csenki. 
On the one hand, the concerts and performances carried out by Csenki aimed to improve the audience’s taste and satisfy its need for art. On the other hand, as a consequence, they aimed to educate individuals in music, through the repertoire and performances of the choir (Ittzés, 2004, p. 23). The success achieved with the choir brought Imre Csenki unbreakable and strong human, artistic and social ties. However, the big and unexpected transformation—the nationalization of the teachers training colleges—and the insecure situation made him get closer to moving to the capital city, so Csenki left for Budapest in 1950 to become the leader of the State Folk Ensemble. 
The presentation of his artistic activities in Debrecen could continue with several successful, epoch-making music events. However, resentating his life from 1950 is beyond the scope of this paper. Apart from such outstanding examples, some negative tendencies appeared as well in the era of community culture. To name a few, we mention unrealistic planning that did not take into consideration the real financial conditions, the neglect to support professional art and build it into the system general education, the overemphasis of the needs of the village, the peasantry, and the non-urban areas. Meanwhile, the higher demands of the urban strata were ignored. After 1948, the year of change, the era of the socialist folk civilization (1948-1956) launched an attack against the leading figures and accomplished results of community culture (Durkó, 1997, p. 185). This attack reached Imre Csenki as well, but after several decades of neglect, he was rehabilitated for the unfair political treatment of the 1950s. His oeuvre and his service in Hungarian cultural life are shining as a fixed star on the sky of the country’s music art.
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