THE MAKING OF FOLK MUSICAL
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AT THE INTERSECTION OF PURISM
AND INNOVATION

Bernard Garaj

Purism and innovation are often two inseparable approaches
that are at the core of many phenomena around us and cannot
be evaluated solely positively or negatively. The same applies to
traditional folk music culture, where they jointly enter complex
and dynamic processes of transmission and its manifestations.
The aim of this contribution is to point out which influences of
purism have had a long-term impact on folk musical instrument
making in Slovakia, and which innovations have led to fundamental
changes in recent decades in the technology of production,
construction, aesthetic design, but also in the intonation and
interpretative qualities of the instruments. It should also be noted
that although there are several interpretations of the term ‘purism’,
and it is interpreted differently in, for example, the visual arts,
architecture, and monument preservation, this definition from
the field of linguistics is inspiring: “Purism is the manifestation
of a desire on the part of a speech community (or some section
of it) to preserve a language from, or rid it of, putative foreign
elements or other elements held to be undesirable (including
those originating in dialects, sociolects and styles of the same
language.” (George 1991: 11) To paraphrase, purism means an
effort to purify the national language and literature from foreign
words or ‘degenerate forms’ of the native language. In this sense,
purism in the field of folk musical instrument making is an effort
to prevent the infiltration of foreign design elements, solutions,
models, and inspirations; and, conversely, to follow established,
proven, or traditional methods of making and playing. Innovation,
on the other hand, “is the heart and soul of growth, propelling us
forward into the future with fresh, disruptive ideas” (Forras 2023).
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In the spirit of the most general interpretations, this means new
ideas, methods, or approaches, and is associated with what is
pioneering, modern, progressive, and different from traditional
approaches. The above-mentioned general interpretations show
that purism is often interpreted, associated, or even confused with
tradition, while innovation disrupts it in its own way.'

There is general agreement that in today’s dynamically
changing world, innovation is its fundamental and ubiquitous
driving force, affecting all areas of our lives almost without
exception, and we understand its essence. But what is the essence
of purist approaches? In the field of traditional music culture,
several Slovak ethnomusicologists (Oskar Elschek, Ladislav
Leng, Alexander M6zi) have dealt with this issue. Their work has
given rise to the concept of determinants of traditional musical
imagination, the first group of which is represented by so-called
developing factors, the second by conserving factors, and the third
by equalising factors.

The core of purism is best reflected in a group of conservative
factors, the most relevant of which include the geographical
landscape, the economic and political development of regions,
rituality, and intimacy?. It is generally stated that the first two factors
are to some extent interconnected and are largely universal: where
mountainous terrain caused isolation or transportation problems,
economic development wasalso limited. The sameuniversal validity
applies to rituality. Its essence lies in the fact that many rituals
have become so conserved in traditional culture that even today
it is very difficult to change their course, structure, repertoire, etc.
A clear example are weddings, which currently take many different
forms in Slovakia, but the songs sung during the “capping of the
bride” (cepcenia nevesty) or the songs accompanying the “young
bride’s dance” (mladuchin tanec) usually respect local or regional

1. See also “Novatorstvo.” Slovnik.sk [online] [accessed November 14, 2025]. Available
from: <https://slovnik.aktuality.sk/synonyma/?q=nov%C3%A 1torstvo>.
2. See Leng —Mozi 1973:16-17.
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traditions.’ The fourth determinant, intimacy, was first mentioned
by the prominent Slovak musicologist Jozef Kresanek* and can be
understood primarily as an immanent feature of pastoral culture.
This is not the only type of culture in Slovakia, but it is important
because it gave rise to remarkable, highly individualized forms
of music and dance folklore, as well as handcraft production and
the like. The socio-professional status of shepherds is significantly
characterized by the fact that they spent several months of the year
(from April to November) in shepherd’s huts, away from their
homes, and one of the artistic consequences of this way of life was
vocal-instrumental manifestations in which shepherds expressed
all common human emotions, interpreted on shepherds’ musical
instruments (i.e., various types of flutes and especially the fijara®),
which they made themselves. These are characterized by their
unmistakably intimate nature, resulting mainly from the fact that
they were played or sung by shepherds for themselves — not for an
audience. In such an environment, with limited contact with the
outside world, songs, musical instruments, and ways of performing
survived intact until somewhat recently, more precisely until the
fundamental transformation of shepherding in the second half
of the 20th century, without major changes for decades, perhaps
even centuries. It should be noted that the conserving effect of
the aforementioned factors does not apply to the entire territory
of Slovakia; it naturally weakens in the lowland, flat regions, in
the cultural environment of the peasantry, and almost completely
disappears in urban or small-town cultures, which are much more
susceptible to new fashions and outside influences.

3. This effort can currently be seen at weddings held in urban environments, where
specialized singing groups are hired to perform the capping of the bride in the spirit of
traditional rituals and accompanied by the folk songs associated with it. The traditional
ceremonial character of weddings with a typical established song repertoire is also
preserved in the dance with the bride, called redovi tariec in eastern Slovakia and still
an integral part of weddings today.

4. Kresanek (1951: 31) attributed particular importance to intimacy and considered it one
of the important features of Slovak folk music.

5. See the description of the fijjara in the second part of this text.
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However, the 20th century (especially its second half) brought
fundamental changes to traditional folk culture throughout
the entire Slovak countryside, and the archetypal image of the
landscape, as seen and presented by folklorist Karel Plicka,® for
example, changed fundamentally. The economic development of
the regions not only affected the organization of work and
production (the transformation of pastoralism, collectivization,
industrialization, etc.) but also influenced social relations and the
way cultural expressions are presented. On the one hand, many
old-time playing, singing, and dancing occasions are disappearing
or undergoing fundamental transformation; on the other hand,
thanks to the massive development of folklorism, they are finding
fertile ground on the stages of organized folklore events (festivals,
competitions, etc.), with their performers often grouping together
in folklore collectives of various types. This discontinuity, or the
removal of cultural expressions from their natural environment,
becomes the determining factor that causes the disruption of
old functional paradigms and, conversely, the opening to new
influences. This leads to what can be called innovation.

In connection with the topic of this article, it is necessary to point
out two important facts:

1. All new influences, including changes in the making and use
of folk musical instruments, are not just individual things, but —
looking at the present — they are almost always a reflection of what
has happened or is happening in a much wider geographical area,
even in the pan-European context.

2. All new influences always contain both an element of purism
(tradition) and an element of innovation. A whole range of very

6. Karel Plicka (1894-1987) was the first professional worker at Matica slovenska
(“Mother Slovak”, an institution supporting Slovak culture and history), where he
worked from 1924 to 1939. In addition to collecting Slovak folk songs, he was the
author of the first Slovak documentary film, Zem spieva (The Land Sings, 1933), which
is dominated not only by an artistic but also a poetic, idyllic view of Slovak folk music
and dance traditions.
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specific circumstances’ determines to which side the imaginary scales
sometimes tip and it is wrong to view them separately: “The polarised
conception of ‘tradition’ and ‘innovation’ leads us to see tradition,
culture and creative acts as circumscribed representational objects,
merely comprised of other circumscriptions. Consequently, the
creative practitioner would be working from a fragmentary paradigm
where tradition, culture and creative acts and their composite parts are
thought to have a nature that exists separately from the practitioners
understanding of them.” (Poole 2018: 41) On the contrary, it is
beneficial if both phenomena occur simultaneously. “Let’s continue
to respect our past as we innovate for the future. Because when
tradition meets innovation, magic happens.” (Forras 2023)

The announced changes can be most clearly illustrated by two
types of musical instruments — bagpipes and fujara, which can be
divided into innovations in production (including technological
processes, construction, materials used, and decoration) and
innovations related to the acoustic and intonation qualities of the
instruments. Of course, it is equally important to reflect on changes
in style interpretation, repertoire, and playing opportunities, but
these are beyond the scope of this text.

Innovations in making, materials used, construction,
and decoration of folk musical instruments

The best example of production innovations can been seen (and
heard) with bagpipes. In the context of traditional folk music culture
in Central Europe, bagpipes were the most important accompanying
instrument for dancing from the 19th century to the interwar period
in the 20th century. Bagpipes are a musical instrument of both
peasant and pastoral culture, which in the past were widespread
throughout almost the entire territory of Slovakia, with their regional

7. One such notable factor was the personality of ethnomusicologist I. Macak. At the
“Instrumentum excellence” competition for folk musical instrument makers (first cycle:
1975-1985), he emphasized strict respect for traditional manufacturing and design
solutions and rejected anything that would disrupt them.
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distribution going hand-in-hand with their typological diversity. In
terms of manufacture, they were characterized in the past by the use
of natural materials: the bag of sheep- or goatskin, the wooden
parts of the instrument (chanter, drone, blow pipe) made of plum
wood, the resonators at the end of the pipes made of cattle horn, and
the most important part of the instrument — the sound source, i.e.
the reed (piskor), made of black elder or cane (Fig. 1).

The traditional production of reeds was relatively simple.
A small tongue was created in the body of a short, closed tube by
making a longitudinal cut with a knife, which vibrated when air
flowed through it, causing the reed to whistle. However, this was
just the beginning. The most important process was tuning the reed,
i.e. adjusting the pitch and intensity of its sound. This was done
by adhering wax to the root of the tongue to make it heavier and
vibrate more slowly, reducing the thickness of the tongue to make it
vibrate faster, inserting a thin hemp thread between the tongue and
the body to prevent it from sticking, and so on. These were practices
that were passed down from generation to generation, sometimes
shrouded in secrecy, and were perfected through constant contact
with the instrument. In the 1970s and 1980s, when the bagpipes
were in real danger of disappearing, a process of revitalization
of the instrument began in Slovakia. It is perhaps not surprising
that the biggest problem was the making of reeds. The loss of
natural playing opportunities, the critical number of bagpipers, and
especially bagpipe makers also led to the loss of the technical skills
needed to make them. In this context, it can be said that the number
of young people interested in playing the bagpipes gradually
increased, but they were significantly limited by instruments of
poor acoustic quality and unstable intonation. It seemed that the
Balkan countries, where bagpipers used reeds made of bamboo
or other special woods, would become a starting point or at least
an inspiration. However, due to the high tuning of some types of
Slovak bagpipes, these woods were unusable. This was the impulse
and the beginning of a fascinating process, accompanied mainly
by the method of trial and error and characterized by efforts to
produce innovative reeds. While the body was made of traditional
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materials, new and non-traditional materials were sought for making
separate tongues. In various phases since the 1990s, makers started
using different types of PVC materials — e.g., yogurt containers,
ATM cards, or plastic pens® (Fig. 2). Juraj Dufek played a key role
here, bringing the bagpipe manufacture, including making the reeds,
to near perfection. He began using carbon composite materials to
make the reeds’ (Fig. 3). Due to their perfect intonation stability
and acoustic quality, these reeds caused a small revolution among
beginning bagpipers. In other words, at the beginning of the third
millennium, they had at their disposal reliable instruments that did
not need to be tuned. High-quality reeds are also indirectly behind
the very successful revival of bagpipes in Slovakia. This culminated
in 2016 with the inscription of Slovak bagpipe (gajdy) culture on
UNESCQO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
of Humanity.'” What is less well known is that this was also thanks
to instruments with innovative reeds, which are intonationally
stable and sound excellent despite occasional complaints about the
naturalness of the sound. The success of their use is best documented
by the fact that since 2000, no one in Slovakia has played bagpipes
with reeds made from traditional materials. Equally important is the
fact that the number of bagpipers has increased manyfold over the
last thirty years.

The making of reeds from new materials isn’t the only innovation
in bagpipe production. The changes affect the whole instrument
and show how marketing and networking between makers work in
today’s globalized world. In practice, this means that, for example,

8. The experiences of the then makers of bagpipes in Slovakia, who preferred the simplest
colourful pens produced by the Czech company KOH-I-NOOR and ordered them in the
hundreds, are quite amusing.

9. Composite materials are a combination of two or more materials with significantly
different chemical and physical characteristics. Together, they create a new material
with improved properties that none of the materials alone can provide. This is one of the
reasons why they are increasingly used in the making of musical instruments. For more
details, see: Brezas (and others): 2024.

10. See “Gajdosska kultura Slovenska zapisana do UNESCO.” Centrum pre tradicnu
ludovii kultiiru [online] [accessed November 14, 2025]. Available from: <https:/www.
ludovakultura.sk/gajdosska-kultura-slovenska-zapisana-do-unesco/>.
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bags are made from Gore-Tex,!! chanters, drones and blow pipes
are made from a special plastic material — polyoxymethylene, also
known as polypenco (incidentally, the material from which the
chanters of Scottish bagpipes are now also made).'? The picture of
innovation in bagpipe making is completed by the fact that Juraj
Dufek, " in addition to traditional types of instruments, also makes
so-called practice or children’s instruments, which are suitable for
the youngest generation of bagpipers due to their size and simplified
construction (Fig. 4).

Similar innovations have also been made in the production of
the fujara. This is an edge blown aerophone, a pipe approximately
1.80 m long with three finger holes, which is played by overblowing
to produce what are called overtones. The fujara was a typical
musical instrument of shepherds in the Podpolanie, Horehronie,
and Gemer regions, and the repertoire associated with it consists
of slow songs, usually of an intimate, nostalgic character." After
the transformation of pastoralism in Slovakia in the second half of
the 20th century, the fujara disappeared from its original pastoral
environment, but found many fans outside of it, who are still
fascinated by its construction and characteristic sound. The breaking
of ties with pastoralism is probably the reason why its making has

11. Gore-Tex is a laminated material most used in the manufacture of weather-resistant
clothing and footwear. It was first used for the bags in the 1980s by bagpipe makers in
the UK and Spain. It should also be noted that Gore-Tex bags are often only the inner
layer. The outer, visible layer is usually made of fabrics of various colours and patterns.
This is also the most remarkable visual difference between contemporary instruments
and bagpipes whose bags are traditionally made of animal skin.

12. The abbreviated name of the material is derived from POLY-mer PENnsylvania
COrporation. See: “Polypenco. The History of Polytron’s origins.” Polytron
Kunststofftechnik [online] [accessed November 14, 2025]. Available from: <https://www.
polytron-gmbh.com/en/polypenco.aspx>.

13. Juraj Dufek is still the most respected bagpipe maker in Slovakia, producing several
types of bagpipes, including historical instruments, not only for Slovak bagpipers but
also for numerous players from abroad. See also Garaj 2017.

14. The fujara, one of Slovakia’s most remarkable folk musical instruments, was inscribed
on UNESCO’s List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2009. See also
“Fujara — musical instrument and its music.” Centrum pre tradicnu ludovi kultiiru
[online] [accessed November 14, 2025]. Available from: <https://www.ludovakultura.
sk/zoznam-nkd/fujara-hudobny-nastroj-jeho-hudba/>.
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undergone several innovations. The construction changes deserve
particular attention. Some of them were only experimental and
temporary in nature, like double and triple fujaras, some of them
have survived to this day as so-called folding fujaras (Fig. 5). Instead
of their traditional manufacture from one piece of wood, they are
made from two or three pieces, which makes them more portable
and easier to store. Folding fujaras became a pragmatic product
of the 1990s, when fujara players were given the opportunity to
travel abroad without having to carry extremely long instruments
with them.!> The materials used have also undergone changes. In
addition to the traditional black elder, fujaras are now made from
rosewood, maple, and even exotic woods.'® This was made possible
by high-quality drills and other tools, and their easy availability
probably also led to the emergence of new aesthetic solutions in
the form of relief ornaments, which follow on from older types of
decoration such as geometric, figurative, or plant motifs."’

Acoustic and intonation innovations

Changes in the acoustic and intonation properties of musical
instruments represent a special group of innovations. In relation to
bagpipes, these are fundamentally determined by the abovementioned
use of new types of reeds. However, bagpipe makers in Slovakia
were also inspired by some Western European types of bagpipes,
and the result of these influences is a chanter which, compared to
traditional instruments, has an additional finger hole on the back,
allowing a minor third to be played. Due to the absence of a minor
sixth, this innovation does not result in a full minor scale, but this
instrument does allow for the extension of the bagpipe repertoire to

15. This is not a completely new design. The oldest preserved two-piece fujara dates to
1905 and is signed by its maker, Jan Pribi§ from Cerovo. However, it is clearly a one-
of-a-kind piece. For more information, see Sipka 2002:60.

16. The latest research shows that in the field of acrophone making, the type of wood is
still the most preferred criterion. This is followed by the density of growth rings, wood
defects, and natural durability. See, for example, Culik et al. 2023: 72.

17. See also Elschek 2009 and Plavec 2022.

90



include minor-key songs with a range not exceeding a fifth, which is
a characteristic feature of bagpipe melodies in general.

More than a century ago, Erich Moritz von Hornbostel attributed
one of the significant features of the traditional music of various
cultures around the world to be intonation deviations in the form
of neutral intervals within tone ranges that do not correspond to the
European concept of scales as presented in classical music theory.'®
(Thediversity of the internal organization of tone ranges, the different
numbers of tones in them, and the reasons why this is so would fill
the contents of a large scientific monograph.) This statement also
fully applies to Central European instruments, including the fijara.
Innovations in relation to its intonation properties were accidentally
initiated by Ladislav Leng, a prominent Slovak ethno-organologist
and author of the first monograph on Slovak folk music instruments
in 1967." During his field research, Leng discovered that the tonal
ranges of fujaras not only contained several neutral intervals,
but that each instrument differed from the others in terms of its
unique intonational qualities. These differences resulted from the
fact that each fujara maker measured the placement of the finger
holes in his own way, of which the author published only four in
his book, thereby codifying them to a certain extent. During his
return visits to the same makers, he found that several of them
had abandoned their previous methods and adopted those they
had read about in his book, because they seemed more perfect
to them. This led to a significant unification of fujara tuning, but
it was not the only one. The second occurred in the mid-1970s,
when Jozef Pesko, a conservatory graduate in the transverse flute,
an outstanding fujara player, and a member of the then newly
founded Slovak Radio Folk Instrument Orchestra (1976), recorded
a composition for fijara and large string orchestra with cimbalom.
A little-known fact was that the player chose one of several fujaras
for this occasion, which, in simple terms, was in tune with the

18. See Hornbostel 1986: 49. The text was first presented in 1905 as a paper at a meeting of
the International Music Society (Internationale Musikgesellschaft) in Vienna.
19. See Leng 1967: 103—-104.
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orchestra. The increasing number of similar solo instrumental
recordings with an orchestra prompted fijara makers to innovate,
i.e. “improve” their instruments. They learned to use electronic
tuners and experimentally shift the placement of the finger holes. As
a result, the fijjara lost one of its characteristic acoustic-intonation
ingredients, which had been part of the instrument’s genetic essence
since its birth.?” On the other hand, not only could J. Pesko play
with the orchestra, but so could other fujara players, either in
combination with accordion or cimbalom bands, or several fijara
players could play together. However, the unification processes do
not only apply to the distances between individual intervals within
the tone ranges, but also to the tuning of the fundamental tone. The
result of these processes is newly established terminology, or rather
a new way of communication in the fujara community, dominated
by terms such as G-fujara, F-fujara, A-fujara, and so on. However,
it should be reminded repeatedly that the innovation process in the
form of the unification of tone ranges and the acoustic quality of
solo folk musical instruments does not apply only to the fujara,
but in principle to many other folk musical instruments, including
bagpipes. Moreover, this is a global problem, as evidenced by
ethnomusicological research not only throughout Europe but also
in non-European musical cultures.

Instead of a conclusion, it should be noted that the confrontation
between purism and innovation does not end here but offers a whole
range of other examples. It does not make much sense to evaluate
what is good and what is bad, or whether and where the line between
these two phenomena has been crossed. This is mainly a problem for
theoreticians. Music practice has accepted these innovations without
any problems and has shown that they cannot be prevented at present.
Moreover, they have become the impulse behind extraordinarily
successful stories of the revival of folk music instruments, which are
enjoying great attention among the younger generations. And that is
their invaluable and undoubted benefit.

20. See Garaj 2021: 19-20.
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Summary

Purism and innovation are two inseparable approaches that determine any creative process
and cannot be evaluated only either positively or negatively. This is particularly true of
manifestations of traditional folk culture, where both approaches enter into complex
and dynamic processes of tradition or transmission of its phenomena. The aim of this
contribution is to highlight the specific influences of purism that have determined the
traditional making of folk musical instruments in Slovakia and the innovations that have led
to fundamental changes in recent decades in the technology of their making, construction,
decoration, and their intonation and acoustic qualities. Equally important is the fact that
these innovations represent only one aspect of the changes; the other is that innovative
approaches have enabled a fundamental revival of several folk musical instruments whose
existence was threatened in the 1970s or which were in danger of disappearing altogether.

Key words: folk musical instrument making, bagpipes, fujara, production technology,
musical instrument acoustic and intonation characteristics.
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Priloha / Appendix

Obr. 1. Piskory vyrobené z tradicnych materialov / Fig. 1. Reeds made from traditional
materials. Photo by T. Szabo 1987

Obr: 2. Piskory vyrobené z novych (PVC) materidalov / Fig. 2. Reeds made from new (PVC)
materials. Photo by B. Garaj 2002
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Obr. 3. Piskor vyrobeny z kompozitnych materidlov / Fig. 3. The reed made of composite

materials. Photo by B. Garaj 2017

F‘

Obr: 4. Detské gajdy od vyrobcu J. Dufeka / Fig. 4. Childrens bagpipes from instrument
maker J. Dufek. Photo by B. Garaj 2017
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Obr: 5. Skladacia fujara od vyrobcu D. PSencika / Fig. 5. Foldable fujara by instrument
maker D. PSencik. Photo by B. Garaj 2018

Obr. 6. Reliéfna vyzdoba fujary od vyrobcu O. Griesa /
Fig. 6. Relief decoration on a fujara by instrument maker O. Gries.
Photo by O. Gries 2015
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