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1. Ellis Peters [Edith Pargeter], The Coast of Bohemia (London: William Heinemann,
1950), 110, cf. 23. Pargeter�s observations, taken from a travelogue account of a year
spent in Bohemia, come from her description of a trip to Brno; the quotation comes
from her Bohemian friend Honza, who made the remark while watching a parade of
Moravian workers in Prague.

2. Jir�í Plocek, a contemporary editor and folklorist, is adamant that the term cim-
balom be used in English rather than the term dulcimer, which carries English and
Appalachian connotations. Writing in the liner notes to a Moravian cimbalom record-
ing, he states: �in our English translation, we use the unique term cimbalom. . . . The
term is a current component of the English vocabulary, as de�ned in [standard dic-
tionaries] . . . ��a complex zither of Hungary.� . . . We use the term cimbalom band for
cimbÆlovÆ muzika, and never dulcimer band�; Jir�í Plocek, notes to Prameny / Sources, per-
formed by Dalibor �trunc (cimbalom), Gnosis compact disc G-Music 017, 2000.
Somewhat cryptically, this note appears only in the Czech version of the liner notes.
Since the comment also adopts a didactic tone, I suspect that it is aimed toward Czech-
speaking cimbÆl players who may call the instrument a dulcimer in English. It shows,

The CimbÆl (Cimbalom) and Folk Music 
in Moravian Slovakia and Valachia

Jesse A. Johnston

Soon we were in the small towns of the picture region of Moravian Slovakia,
Honza�s �one whole piece of folklore,� where they are not content with
colour-washing their cottages in delicate blues, pastel pinks and yellows, but
make garlands of the windows by framing them in painted �owers, and dec-
orate the sides of the doorway in the same gay fashion. . . . Every village has
its duck-pond, the natural centre from which everything else radiates. 

�Edith Pargeter, The Coast of Bohemia1

Though published in 1951, Edith Pargeter�s description still rings true
for many villages in present-day Moravia, a region comprising the east-

ern third of the Czech Republic. A musical ensemble consisting of �ddle,
bass, cimbalom, and clarinet would not have been out of place playing 
outdoors next to the duck-ponds and �ower-bedecked cottages. Related 
ensembles�now called cimbÆlovØ muziky or �cimbalom bands� (�g. 1)�
have a long history in the region. This article presents an English- 
language introduction to the cimbalom, known in Czech as cimbÆl, as it 
is played in the Czech Republic, with a focus on the cimbalom�s presence
in Moravia.2 Though the instrument�s antecedents have waxed and



waned in popularity since the eighteenth century, the cimbalom occu-
pies a central role in Moravian folk music in the present.3

Moravian versions of the cimbÆl have not received much attention
from English-language scholars.4 This article, therefore, provides an 
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nonetheless, that terminology regarding instruments is contentious and an issue to
which musicians are attuned. I follow Plocek�s usage whenever possible, but in quota-
tions I have used the spelling and terminology of the source. Although the name cim-
balom is most widely accepted in English, I use the term cimbÆl when referring to the
instrument in speci�cally Moravian contexts, and cimbalom when referring to the in-
strument type more generally. Translations from Czech and German are mine unless
otherwise noted.

3. The instrument is typically classi�ed in Czech with the term lidový hudební nÆstroj
or �folk music instrument.� This term was favored by post-1945 European ethnologists,
particularly the Study Group on Folk Music Instruments, organized in 1962 under the
auspices of the International Folk Music Council and spearheaded by Erich Stock -
mann and Ernst Emsheimer. See Margaret J. Kartomi, On Concepts and Classi�cations of
Musical Instruments (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 198, and esp. Erich
Stockmann, �Zum Terminus Volksmusikinstrument,� Forschung und Fortschritte 35, 
no. 11 (1961): 337�40. Much of the group�s work has been published in German, and
it has been widely in�uential among Czech ethnologists.

4. Overview studies of the cimbalom in English, and more generally of the dul-
cimer instrument-type, include The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians,
2nd ed., ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell (London: Macmillan, 2001), s.v. �Dulcimer,�

Figure 1. Cimbalom Band with Jura Petru� (cimbalista), performing in Osve�ti -
many, December 2006. Photo by the author.



by David Kettlewell; Paul M. Gifford, The Hammered Dulcimer: A History (Lanham, MD:
Scarecrow Press, 2001); and John Leach, �The Cimbalom,� Music & Letters 53, no. 2
(1972): 134�42. Czech-language studies of the cimbÆl are cited throughout.

5. I have used the Czech plural form throughout the article. Thus, cimbÆl (sg.) be-
comes cimbÆly (pl.) and cimbÆlovÆ muzika (sg.) becomes cimbÆlovØ muziky (pl.), etc.

6. Pieter M. Judson, Guardians of the Nation: Activists on the Language Frontiers of
Imperial Austria (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), iv; see also Jeremy
King, Budweisers into Czechs and Germans: A Local History of Bohemian Politics, 1848�1948
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introduction to these instruments. I present a holistic perspective on the
cimbalom in Moravia, including basic organological description; histori-
cal, iconographic, and ethnographic evidence; an overview of musical
style; and the instrument�s role in instrumental ensemble music. The dis-
cussion begins with a description of types of cimbÆly played in Moravia.5
This is followed by an overview of the instrument�s historical presence in
the region, with particular attention to iconographic evidence and ac-
counts from folklorists gathered in the late nineteenth century. I con-
clude with an account of the instrument�s continuing importance in
Moravian musical performance. In light of this investigation, it is clear
that while the cimbalom�s signi�cance in Moravia has changed over
time, the instrument has been central to Moravian traditional music in
the twentieth century and beyond.

Moravia, along with Bohemia and Silesia, is historically part of the
Bohemian Lands. At present, these regions fall largely within the bor-
ders of the Czech Republic. Most residents of these regions today have a
sense of shared ethnicity, a sense that is strengthened by the use of
Czech as a common language. Historically, however, the region has been
multi-ethnic and multi-lingual. As early as the sixteenth century,
German-speaking nobles and governments ruled the Bohemian Lands,
and it was not until the independence of Czech oslo vakia in 1918 that a
Czech government held sovereignty. Among nineteenth-century intellec-
tuals, Czech language and culture became markers of nationalist senti-
ment, but the area became predominantly Czech speaking only after the
expulsion of most German speakers after the Second World War. In light
of these histories, the music and musical instruments of the region were
certainly in�uenced by a range of musical cultures. In order to avoid as
much as possible the nationalist implications of �Czech Lands,� I have
followed the recent usage by historians, referring to the region as the
�Bohemian Lands� to emphasize ethnic plurality rather than linguistic
nationalism.6



Even today, though under one national aegis, Moravia encompasses
within its borders a number of folkloric regions. Although the cimbalom
is played throughout the Bohemian Lands, my discussion focuses on the
two Moravian regions that are most often associated with the cimbalom
today. The most well-known of these is SlovÆcko, a region on the Czech
side of the Czech�Slovakian border also called Moravian Slovakia. The
second region is Vala�sko, a region in north Moravia close to the Czech�
Polish border.7

The Cimbalom in Moravia

The cimbÆl is a chordophone with multiple courses of strings stretched
parallel to the attached resonator, typically sounded by hammers. Thus,
it may be basically described as a board zither with an attached res-
onator. English-speaking organologists generally group this type of trape-
zoidal box zither in the dulcimer family.8 Cimbaloms are found in vari-
ous parts of central Europe, particularly in Romania, Hungary, Slovakia,
and the Czech Republic.

Many theories have been suggested to explain the widespread exis-
tence of seemingly related box zithers throughout central Asia, Europe,
the British Isles and North America, and east Asia. Seeking its origins,
Curt Sachs suggested that the instrument type originated with the
Persian santufl r. His observation that �the migration of the dulcimer was
strange enough� was based on diffusionist thinking.9 Sachs wrote that
the instrument initially spread throughout the Middle East and was later
distributed by musicians and traders via North Africa and Spain into
Europe. More recent research suggests that the instrument was carried
via maritime routes to east Asia in the seventeenth century.10 This model

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002); a musical viewpoint on ethnicity in
the Bohemian Lands is offered by Bruno Nettl, �Ethnicity and Musical Identity in the
Czech Lands: A Group of Vignettes,� in Music and German National Identity, ed. Celia
Applegate and Pamela Potter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 269�87.

7. This study is based on research carried out during 2005 and 2006 through �eld-
work in north and south Moravia.

8. See Kettlewell, �Dulcimer.�
9. Curt Sachs, The History of Musical Instruments (New York: W. W. Norton, 1940), 258.
10. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., s.v. �Yangqin,� by 

Alan R. Thrasher; Edward Ho and Xu Pingxing, �The Manchurian Yangqin,� Chinese
Music 18, no. 3 (1995): 50�55.

THE CIMB`L AND FOLK MUSIC IN MORAVIAN SLOVAKIA AND VALACHIA 81



11. See Kettlewell, �Dulcimer,� 684.
12. Ivan Mac�Æk, �Zur Entwicklung der Musikinstrumente im westpannonischen

Raum aus der Sicht der geographischen Determination,� in Dör�iche Tanzmusik im
westpannonischen Raum: Vorträge des 17. Seminars für Volksmusikforschung, Eisenstadt 1988,
ed. Walter Deutsch (Wien: A. Schendl, 1990), 189�207.

13. Herbert Heyde, �Frühgeschichte des europäischen Hackbretts (14.�16. Jahr -
hundert),� Deutsches Jahrbuch der Musikwissenschaft für 1973�77 (1978): 135�72; Gifford,
Hammered Dulcimer, 26�40.

14. Ludvík Kunz, Die Volksmusikinstrumente der Tschechoslowakei, ser. 1, vol. 2, part 1
of Handbuch der europäischen Volksmusikinstrumente, ed. Ernst Emsheimer and Erich
Stockmann (Leipzig: VEB Deutscher Verlag für Musik, 1974), 61.

15. Kunz, Volksmusikinstrumente, 60; Jaroslav Nehýbl, �Cimbalista Jan My�ka,�
Kravar�sko 12, nos. 5�7 (December 1949): 50.
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has been represented in maps that suggest lines of diffusion throughout
the world based on the current dispersion of the instrument type.11 Ivan
Mac�Æk proposed the concept of �human geography� as a rubric to map
the presence of the cimbalom throughout central Europe; the theory
posits that material objects may be studied as trace indicators for the
movement of groups of people in the region.12 Research into instrument
construction, however, suggests that hammered dulcimers may have de-
veloped independently in Europe.13

Small and Large Instruments. Two basic types of cimbalom are found in
Moravia today. The most common is the velký cimbÆl (large cimbalom),
usually referred to as the cimbÆl. This instrument is based on a nineteenth-
century design that originated in Budapest. The instrument stands on
legs of its own, is about one-and-a-half meters wide, and a meter deep.
Also played is a smaller, related instrument called the malý cimbÆl or cim-
bÆlek (small cimbalom). This instrument measures about one meter wide
and half a meter deep. Both instruments are used in similar ways and in
similar ensembles, though the velký cimbÆl is much more common. The
larger instrument produces a louder sound and also has a wider chro-
matic range, which makes it more suitable for arrangements calling for
complex harmonies.

The malý cimbÆl (�g. 2) is the older instrument. It is a medium-sized
trapezoid that represents a section of an equilateral triangle.14 The bot-
tom (long) edge typically measures between 100 and 120 cm, the top 
between 57 and 70 cm, and each side (at the right and left) from 45 to
60 cm.15 The instrument is often described as �portable� (portativní or
pr�enosný ) since players can play while standing, by bracing it against the



16. Although pr�esnosný is the term widely used in everyday speech, the archaic term
portativní is used in some organological writing.

17. See Pavel Kurfürst, Hudební nÆstroje (Prague: Togga, 2002), 448�49.
18. Kunz, Volksmusikinstrumente, 64.
19. Ibid., 59.
20. Ibid., 63�64.
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abdomen or supporting it with a leather strap slung about the neck.16

Two depictions of eighteenth-century traveling musicians in a group of
violin, bass, and cimbÆl show the instrument being held by the left arm
and played only by the right hand.17

Despite such illustrations, it is dif�cult to imagine the instrument be-
ing played for extended periods while standing. I estimate that most of
the small instruments weigh at least thirty pounds (ca. 14 kg), and some
are recorded at more than sixty pounds. Ludvík Kunz suggests that by
the nineteenth century, the malý cimbÆl was most often supported on a
chair or on the player�s lap; alternatively, it was placed on a tabletop.18

The design of the nineteenth-century malý cimbÆl appears to have
been relatively consistent throughout Bohemia and Moravia.19 Kunz,
working with data from a group of six nineteenth-century �museum ex-
emplars� of malØ cimbÆly from Moravia and western Bohemia thought 
to date between the years 1827 and 1888, reported similarities in playing
style, size, and range.20 He suggested that instruments were often placed
on tabletops or the player�s lap because this allowed the player�s forearms

Figure 2. Nineteenth-century Moravian cimbÆlek; item no. 23 in the permanent
exhibition �Folk Music Instruments in Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia� at NÚLK
(NÆrodní œstav lidovØ kultury / National Institute of Folk Culture) in StrÆ�nice,
Czech Republic. Photo by the author, courtesy of NÚLK.
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to be freely used to dampen strings if immediate quiet was desired. He
also described a three-�ngered hold in which the mallet was balanced
between the index and middle �ngers while kept in place by the thumb.
(Currently, mallets are held similarly but without involving the thumb,
which creates a looser grip; see �g. 11.) The range of the instruments
varied, typically averaging two-and-a-half to three octaves (since older in-
struments are often missing strings at the top or bottom of the register, it
is not always possible to con�rm exact ranges).21 These instruments are
generally not fully chromatic and could often play in only a few keys.22 In
2006, I noted museum displays featuring similar malØ cimbÆly at the
�Valachian Museum in Nature� in Ro�nov pod Radho�te�m, the Zither
Museum in Ostrava, and the musical instrument exhibit at the National
Institute of Folk Culture (NÚLK) in StrÆ�nice.23

The central strings of these instruments are laid out around a C-major
scale (�g. 3), a design that may be due to physical convenience. This 
diatonic scale is easily produced by four courses of strings divided in 3:2
ratios, which produce perfect �fths.24 The arrangement of these pitches
seems to be a core layout that has remained constant on Moravian in-
struments at least since the nineteenth century.

The larger concert cimbalom developed in the nineteenth century
(�g. 4). This is the instrument usually described as cimbÆl in modern
Czech, though differentiated from similar instruments as the velký cimbÆl.
The central strings of the instrument follow the schema outlined above.
Thus, Kettlewell notes that the large cimbalom, despite its �plethora of
notes� is still �essentially based on a C major scale.�25 This shared layout
means that switching between the two sizes does not present a great chal-
lenge to the player.

Josef VÆclav Schunda, an instrument maker of Czech origin working
in Budapest, developed the modernized design from the smaller instru-
ment around 1874. Schunda expanded the cimbalom�s range, added

21. Kurfürst, Hudební nÆstroje, 450; Kunz, Volksmusikinstrumente, 64.
22. A listing of small cimbaloms that �t this description and are held in Moravian

museums is found in Kunz, Volksmusikinstrumente, 59�64.
23. The Ro�nov museum is an outdoor museum. The NÚLK exhibit is discussed in

Ludvík Kunz, ed., NÆstroje lidovØ hudby v C�echÆch, na Morave�, a ve Slezsku (StrÆ�nice:
Ústav lidovØ kultury, 1993).

24. One de�ning feature of the modern cimbÆl is the complex series of bridges that
divide strings, sometimes into three sections. Pitches on either side of the bridge are
typically separated by �ve, six, or seven half tones; that is, perfect fourths, augmented
fourths, and perfect �fths.

25. Kettlewell, �Dulcimer,� 682; see also Gifford, Hammered Dulcimer, 29.



26. These changes are often described in Czech as zlep�ení (improvements).
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dampers and a pedal, and incorporated four legs, which allowed the in-
strument to stand on its own.26 A single-piece, cast-iron frame placed be-
tween the boards holding the tuning pegs allowed the range to expand
to four-and-a-half octaves: the instrument could now support greater

Figure 3. Central strings divided at 3:2 ratios produce a C-major scale.

Figure 4. Schunda cimbalom displayed with the instruments of a cimbÆlovÆ
muzika, item no. 24 in the permanent exhibition �Folk Music Instruments in
Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia� at NÚLK in StrÆ�nice, Czech Republic. Photo by
the author, courtesy of NÚLK.



string tension, thereby enabling strings to be added in the upper and
lower registers. The greater tension also allowed the instrument to be
much louder, but the heavier construction sacri�ced portability. Richard
Spottswood suggests that Schunda�s design was perhaps inspired by 
the piano, which his cimbaloms �rivaled in size and importance in 
nineteenth-century Hungary and Romania.�27 Czech players recognize
that Schunda was working in Budapest; however, they are quick to em-
phasize his Czech roots. Plocek writes that �throughout the �rst half 
of the 20th century, some larger instruments arrived in Moravia from
Hungary. Their maker was J. V. Schunda, from Budapest, but of Czech
origin.�28 Instrument historian Pavel Kurfürst speci�es that Schunda was
from R� íc�any u Prahy, suggesting that the maker was familiar with Czech
malý cimbÆl designs, since he grew up near Prague.29

In the 1920s, the Bohak company in Budapest, a successor to
Schunda�s workshop, developed a lighter metal frame.30 At the same
time, the sound holes in the upper surface of the resonator were elimi-
nated in favor of openings to the side of the string area. The range was
also expanded due to the stronger frame, which enabled more pitches in
the high register and a completion of the chromatic series in the low reg-
ister. Schunda�s Budapest workshop still produces instruments under the
name Bohak, although the brand was known as Kozmosz during the
Communist period in Hungary.31

The large concert cimbalom (velký cimbÆl ) was not noted in Moravia
until the twentieth century. A folklore group in StrÆ�nice (near Slovakia)
was photographed with one as early as 1914, but the large instrument
did not become commonplace throughout the region until after 1945.32

Since that time, the large cimbalom has predominated in cimbalom
bands throughout Moravia. By 2006, the small cimbalom was something
of a historical rarity.
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27. Dick [Richard K.] Spottswood, notes to The Art of the Cymbalom: The Music of
Joseph Moskowitz, 1916�1953, Rounder CD 1126, 1996.

28. Plocek, notes to Prameny / Sources.
29. Kurfürst, Hudební nÆstroje, 453.
30. The innovations developed in the Bohak workshop are discussed in more detail

in Gifford, Hammered Dulcimer, 140�41.
31. My understanding of the twentieth-century developments comes from inter-

views with the instrument maker Vladimír Holi� in Kozlovice ( June 8 and November 5,
2006), and my visit to the Budapest workshop in December 2006.

32. Kurfürst, Hudební nÆstroje, 453.



33. Although the name appears to be modeled on the Hungarian brand Bohak,
Holi� explains that it is actually an acronym of his surname (Holi�), nickname (LÆd�a),
and his hometown (Kozlovice). The Holak workshop has maintained a website at
http://www.holak.cz/ since 2004.

34. Lucie UhlíkovÆ, �Hudební folklor: Hudební nÆstroje, nÆstrojovØ seskupení,� 
in LidovÆ kultura na Morave�, ed. Josef Janc�Ær�, Vlastive�da moravskÆ zeme� a lid, n.s., 10
(Brno: Muzejní a vlastive�dnÆ spolec�nost, 2000), 286�303; Boleslav NavrÆtil, �Od tance
a vala�skØ muziky k hudebnímu r�emeslu,� Moravskoslezský den, May 28, 1997, p. 9.

35. In addition to Holak, other brands found in Moravia in 2005 and 2006 in-
cluded Primas, instruments made during a short period during the 1950s by the Lídl
Company, and V�iansky, made by Pavel V�ianský in Brno. Also present were instruments
made and repaired by Jir�í Galu�ka from south Moravia.

36. JÆnos Pap, �The Acoustical Characteristics of the Concert Cimbalom,� Syste -
matische Musikwissenschaft 6 (1998): 189�206.

37. Ibid., 190.
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Organography of a Standard Moravian Cimbalom. The instruments de-
scribed here, which I played in Moravia in 2006, were from the Holak
workshop in Kozlovice, north Moravia.33 They were modeled after the
large concert cimbaloms manufactured by Bohak since the 1930s, but
with special modi�cations and improvements by the instrument maker
Vladimír Holi�.34 Although his instruments look much like Bohak mod-
els, Holi� has strived to achieve brighter tone and crisp articulation on
the highest strings (c� and higher). Bohak instruments (�g. 5) were the
most common cimbaloms found in Moravia during my �eldwork. Many
Bohak instruments, however, have been refurbished by Moravian instru-
ment repairers. When I visited Holi� in June 2006, he suggested that
while refurbishing old or damaged instruments brought in less money, it
was a good way to learn about how the instruments were made.35

The Bohak cimbalom is a Hungarian concert instrument.36 Such in-
struments are recognizable by their natural wood �nish (usually stained
honey, light brown or dark brown), decorative leaf and �oral side-panel
carvings, and wooden legs with elaborate carving that bulges outward to-
ward the top (see �g. 5). The carvings seem to be most typical of the
large Hungarian cimbalom, since smaller nineteenth-century cimbÆleks
from Moravia lack similar decorative elements. These older instruments
do, however, feature six-petal rosettes covering two sound holes in the
cover of the resonating chamber (�g. 6). Schunda�s instruments simpli-
�ed this design into six small, round holes surrounding a larger hole
(�g. 7). The sound holes were eliminated in the 1920s in favor of narrow
side-slits (placed between the top resonator board and tuning blocks at
the right and left edges of the frame) in an attempt to make the instru-
ment louder (�g. 8).37
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Figure 5. A Bohak cimbalom. This is the instrument design seen most often in
Moravia. Leaf and �oral carvings are visible on the front and side panels. Col -
lection of KB (Konzervator� Brno / Brno Conservatory). Photo by the author,
courtesy of KB.

Figure 6. Nineteenth-century six-petal rosette covering sound hole on a Bohak
cimbalom; leather, about 6 cm in diameter. Reproduction based on Josef Kotek�s
instrument (ca. 1906); the reproduction was made in 2005 by Vladimír Holi�, in
Kozlovice, Moravia. Photo by the author, courtesy of V. Holi�.
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Figure 7. Sound holes on the resonating board of a Schunda cimbalom. At the
time of the photo ( June 2006), this instrument was undergoing extensive renova-
tion at the workshop of Vladimír Holi� in Kozlovice, Moravia. Photo by the 
author, courtesy of V. Holi�.

Figure 8. The playing console of a modern Moravian cimbalom from the Holak
workshop. In this photograph from June 2006, taken of an instrument in the �-
nal stages of construction, the right and left of the soundboard and the side-slit
sound holes are more easily visible since the outer case has not yet been installed.
Photo by the author, courtesy of V. Holi�.



The interior of the instrument is a hollow resonating chamber (�g. 9)
that ampli�es the vibrations of the metal strings. The high tension of the
strings necessitates the use of a supporting frame (pancír� ) that prevents
the instrument from collapsing or bending inward over time. For this
frame, Holi� uses two aluminum braces anchored against the tuning
blocks by two steel plates at either side. Twelve to twenty cylindrical
wooden soundposts (du�e) support an upper resonating surface (rezo-
nanc�ní dr�evo). This soundboard, formerly the site of the sound holes, is
smooth on the top but reinforced on the underside by thin maple strips.
According to Holi�, the location of the soundposts was a matter of great
secrecy among nineteenth- and twentieth-century manufacturers in
Budapest.

The instruments are about one-and-a-half meters wide and one meter
deep. The strings are stretched over the soundboard at inclined planes
approximately 2�4 cm above the resonating surface. Strings pass over
saddles at each side of the instrument, then over raised bridges at the
center or opposite side, so that they are raised at one end or in the cen-
ter. The effect is to create two different planes for the strings, which aids
the player in differentiating between strings when striking them with the
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Figure 9. Interior of a Holak cimbalom in the middle stages of construction
( June 2006), showing oak soundboard and tuning-peg blocks, metal supporting
frame, and soundposts. (The soundposts in this photograph were set only for
demonstration, as most instrument makers are secretive about where they place
them in completed instruments.) Photo by the author, courtesy of V. Holi�.



hammers. The lowest pitch is C and the range extends chromatically up-
ward in half-steps to a�. The low C is a single string, pitches C ��D are
courses of two strings, D ��f � have three strings, and all pitches from
g�a� are courses with four strings.

The bridges are chessmen-type posts glued atop thin wooden base-
board strips (see �gs. 8 and 10). Brass rods (4 mm in diameter) line the
top of each row of bridges and provide the saddle point where the
strings cross the bridges. The strings are anchored at the left side of the
instrument and adjusted with tuning pegs at the right side. The strings
from C�f � are not divided; however, each string from g upward is divided
at least once by a bridge, which means that each course of strings pro-
duces two pitches (or three in the extreme upper register). A central row
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Figure 10. Chessmen bridges and dampers in the upper register of a Holak cim-
balom. The detail is of the upper right-hand corner of the instrument. At the top,
metal tuning posts are visible, the horizontal wooden bar in the middle is the
damper bar, immediately below this is a row of chessmen bridges topped by a
brass rod, and below this is the reverse damper for d �. This instrument is owned
by KB (see Figure 5). Photo by the author, courtesy of KB.



of bridges divides the strings in the mid-range of the instrument. The
highest course of strings is held down by inverted metal saddles in the
center of the soundboard that create the shortest string sections and
highest pitches.

Another distinctive feature is the damping mechanism (see �g. 10).
The system is based on two bars of felt dampers (at the left and right
edges) that stop the strings from vibrating. The dampers are held against
the strings by metal springs. When the foot pedal is depressed, the
damper bars lift to allow the strings to resonate. Some pitches in the
high register are not damped since they are played on a middle portion
of the string that is not reached by the side dampers. The course for d �
uses a reverse damper mechanism connected to the main bar by a lever,
which dampens the strings from below rather than above.

According to Holi�, his instruments are highly valued for the quality
of materials and workmanship. He uses wood from forests in the Beskydy
hills around Kozlovice, which is prepared and then cured for several
years. He prefers trees cut from shaded groves and harvested ideally
when they are 90 to 110 years old. After being cut and sawn into planks,
the spruce wood is aged outdoors for at least four-and-a-half years but
not more than seven. Red oak is the optimal wood for the blocks that an-
chor the strings and the soundboard. The soundboard is a laminate of
spruce wood (about 6.5 mm thick) that is strengthened by strips of
maple. The cylindrical soundposts are typically spruce; the chessmen
bridges and bridge baseboards are maple. The instrument contains
nearly thirty kilograms of metal hardware (strings, tuning pegs, frame,
and screws), about twenty kilograms of which is the metal support
frame.38

All the Moravian players I met during my research used Hungarian-
style hammers (palic�ky) with �tted handgrips (�g. 11).39 These are not
interchangeable between hands, and thus hammers are kept in pairs.40

Many professional Moravian players order custom-�tted handgrips from
woodworkers who carve hammer shafts to individual speci�cations.
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38. This paragraph is based on my interview with Vladimír Holi�, Kozlovice, June 8,
2006.

39. A more diverse array of hammer designs was common up until the 1950s; see
Kunz, Volksmusikinstrumente, 63.

40. Cf. Laurence Kaptain, �The Hungarian Cimbalom,� Percussive Notes 28, no. 5
(1990): 8�14.



Hammers are made of wood, and they typically range from 25 to 33 cm in
length and are about 4 mm in diameter. This design is very slender and
long, which allows the shafts to bend signi�cantly when the hammers
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Figure 11. Typical Moravian hammer handhold and design. The upper
photograph illustrates a handhold for the right hand: the hammer is grasped
loosely between the index and middle �ngers, allowing it to rebound easily from
the strings. The hammer is balanced against the palm for control. The lower
photograph shows the typical hammer design used by Moravian cimbÆl players
interviewed in 2005 and 2006. The wooden shafts of both sets pictured were
created by Vladimír Holi� in his Kozlovice workshop. The cotton batting is
usually wound by players themselves to the desired thickness and density.
Photographs by the author.



strike the string.41 The wood of the hammers is usually stained gray, dark
red or dark brown. The tip of each hammer�s wooden shaft is curved in a
hook, which is usually wrapped with cotton. The cotton is secured by
wrapping it with thin cotton thread. Players wrap each hammer individu-
ally and usually carry multiple sets. The hardness of the cotton can be
manipulated during wrapping, and since hammers of varying hardness
and weight produce different timbres, they are often tied with different
colors of thread to differentiate between them. Hammers with un-
wrapped tips, or tips covered with thin sponge or thread, are sometimes
used to produce a more brittle, metallic sound.

Although I focus in this article on the historical roots of the cimbalom
in Moravia and on instrumental ensembles, it is worth noting that the in-
strument has seen a resurgence in recent years. In particular, the cim-
balom band Hradi�t�an has toured internationally and collaborated with
non-Czech musicians. Contemporary composers and performers have
used the instrument outside of traditional genres: pianist Emil Viklický
and cimbalom player Zuzana Lapc�íkovÆ compose and perform jazz fu-
sion rooted in Moravian traditional music, and the Brno-based musician
Dalibor �trunc has included cimbalom in his �folk� group.42 In addition,
the number of cimbalom bands has exploded: from an approximate 
seventy-�ve in the entire region of Moravia in 1983, in 2010 almost two
hundred separate groups were registered in the same region.43

The manufacturing of instruments has also grown in Moravia. The
�rst major instrument maker was a collective workshop that produced
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41. The cotton-wrapped ends bounce readily off the strings, but the length of the
hammers also causes the tip of the mallet to remain in contact with the string before
rebounding. This feature of the playing style gives the Moravian cimbalom style its dis-
tinctive mellow tone, which is often less strident than that of players in Hungary or
Romania.

42. The group is �folk� in the singer-songwriter tradition (e.g., Bob Dylan), rather
than in the sense of traditional Moravian music. Ambiguity arises in translation since
the genre is often referred to with the adjective folkový in Czech, while traditional
�folk� music is usually referenced by the adjective lidový ; details on the history and de-
velopment of this folk style are offered in Helena Pavlic�íkovÆ, �The History of Czech
Modern Folk Music,� Musicologica Olomucensia 5 (2000): 113�20.

43. The 1980s �gure is from Ludvík Kunz, ed., Musica per Salterio: 2nd World Con -
gress of Cimbalomists, 26�30 November (Brno: Moravian Museum, 1993; pamphlet of
conference proceedings, 60 pp., author�s collection), and the 2010 �gure comes from
my tally of registered folklore groups on the website of the Folklorní sdru�ení C� eskØ
republiky (http://www.folklornisdruzeni.cz/soubory). Presumably, the total number of
groups, including unregistered groups, is even greater than two hundred.
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44. Kunz, Musica per Salterio, 59.
45. Jan Rokyta, interview by Jesse A. Johnston, Zlín, November 11, 2006.
46. Many of the mentioned iconographic representations were gathered in

Tomislav Volek and Stanislav Jare�, De�jiny c�eskØ hudby v obrazech: Od nejstar�ích pamÆtek do
vybudovÆní NÆrodního divadla (History of Czech music in pictures) (Prague: Editio
Supraphon, 1977). The book reproduces copies of illustrations available in the Czech
National Library and National Museum in Prague. The images in this book do not 
include those reproduced by Gifford, who suggests that the cimbÆl was played in
Bohemian Jewish communities before the 1800s (Gifford, Hammered Dulcimer, 105�10).
An explanation may be that the images available to Gifford were not available to Czech
scholars in the 1970s; alternatively, it may be an attempt to downplay Jewish presence
in the Bohemian Lands.

47. Kurfürst, Hudební nÆstroje, 448.

about one hundred instruments under the name Primas. The brand en-
tered production in Moravský Krumlov in 1957, but it was cancelled 
in the 1960 economic plan for �lacking future business outlook.�44 Until
the 1990s, most instruments were imported from Hungary.45 A genera-
tion of three instrument makers began creating cimbaloms in Moravia 
in the 1990s: in Brno, the workshop of Pavel V�ianský; in UherskØ
Hradi�te�, Jir�í Galu�ka; and in Kozlovice, Vladimír Holi�. All three create
instruments based on Schunda�s large cimbalom design. As noted above,
much of the research for this article was conducted with Holak instru-
ments created at Holi��s workshop.

Historical Representations of Dulcimers in the Bohemian Lands

Paintings, icons, and book illustrations are the primary sources of
knowledge about the cimbalom in the Bohemian Lands prior to 1900.46

They indicate that the cimbalom was most likely used in church music
and for entertainment among educated nobility and landowners.

Precursors of the cimbalom had probably been played in central
Europe, including Moravia, for centuries. No evidence, however, indi-
cates that the instrument was played outside of elite circles, primarily
landed nobility, until after 1700. Czech organologist Pavel Kurfürst
points to the psaltery as the most obvious precursor in the region: �The
�rst depiction of a psaltery from Bohemia is dated in the year 1320. We
meet with a highly perfected construction of the instrument in the
Czech lands through an icon [ikonogram] from the year 1359. The con-
struction of the European psaltery hardly changed until the last third 
of the seventeenth century.�47 A �three-cornered musical instrument�
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48. Kunz, Volksmusikinstrumente, 64.
49. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., s.v. �Psaltery,� § 3:

�Baroque, Classical, and Modern,� by Beryl Kenyon de Pascual.
50. Kettlewell, �Dulcimer,� 678.
51. First published Nuremburg, 1658; �rst Bohemian edition: Levoc�a, 1685, with

Latin, German, Hungarian, and Czech. Komenský (1592�1670), better known in
English as Comenius, is recognized as a major �gure in Czech intellectual history de-
spite having lived much of his life in exile: he left Bohemia in response to the suppres-
sion of Protestantism in 1627, and lived the rest of his life outside the Bohemian
Lands. Nonetheless, he is recognized in Moravia as a Moravian, and a museum in
Uherský Brod commemorates his birthplace.

52. The image, which I have consulted and present in �gure 12, comes from a
reprint of Orbis sensualium pictus (Levoc�a, 1728), a copy of which is now held in Prague
at the National Library of the Czech Republic, Division of Manuscripts, number 45 
D 9, p. 169. Bubenka prepared his illustrations from the initial 1658 edition, which
may account for the woodcut�s similarity to earlier editions. An English version of the
book was published in London by Charles Hoole in 1659, just a year after its initial
publication; an informative facsimile edition of the Hoole printing (showing the illus-
tration of the dulcimer) is Joannes Amos Comenius, Orbis Sensualium Pictus: Facsimile of
the Third London Edition 1672, introduced by James Bowen (Sydney, Australia: Sydney
University Press, 1967).

(nÆstrog hudebný trØhranný), also suspected to be a psaltery, was noted by a
writer from Veleslavín in 1598.48 Psalteries are similar in construction to
the cimbÆl�both are box zithers, often in square or trapezoidal shapes,
with multiple courses of strings. By 1650, some European psalteries
reached a range of three octaves.49 There is, however, a key difference in
playing style. The term �psaltery,� at least in scholarly usage, typically
connotes an instrument plucked with the �ngers or a plectrum; in con-
trast, �dulcimer� indicates a box zither sounded with hammers.50

Even considering other pictorial evidence, information about the in-
strument�s existence in the Bohemian Lands prior to the nineteenth
century is scant. A woodcut by JonÆ� Bubenka, appearing in the �rst
Bohemian edition (1685) of philosopher, linguist, and educator Jan
`mos Komenský�s language textbook Orbis sensualium pictus,51 shows a
zither with two round sound holes on a table among various other instru-
ments, including plucked and bowed strings, a bell and a rattle, pan-
pipes (organo pastorito), a Jew�s harp, trumpets, drums, bagpipes, a clavi-
chord, and organ. Notably, the illustration in this edition of the book
features an instrument at the right side of table (no. 8) that represents
the cimbÆl rather than the dulcimer shown in versions published in
England (�g. 12).52 The illustration offers little information about the
setting in which the instrument was played, although it suggests that the



instrument might be supported on a table and was probably similar in
size to the nineteenth-century small cimbÆls recorded in Moravia. The ac-
companying text groups the instrument among those that make a sound
when struck, which indicates the playing style for a dulcimer rather than
for a psaltery.

The cimbÆl was a �fashionable favorite� in central European �high�
music in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.53 A pen-and-ink
drawing of a band from 1745 shows the instrument in a seven-person
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53. Kurfürst, Hudební nÆstroje, 448. �High� music (vysokÆ hudba) suggests music
among the elite: royal courts, the estates of landowners, and perhaps monasteries. The
term suggests a growing gap between �learned� (high) and popular (low) cultures dur-
ing this period; see Andrew Lass, �What Keeps the Czech Folk �Alive�?� Dialectical
Anthropology 14 (1989): 7�8, and Peter Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe
(New York: Harper & Row, 1978), 270�75.

Figure 12. JonÆ� Bubenka, �Mœsica instrumØnta sunt, quæ edunt vocem,� wood-
cut with trapezoidal zither, in Jan `mos Komenský�s language text Orbis sensual-
ium pictus (Levoc�a: S. Brever, 1685). The instrument is on the table. This repro-
duction comes from a 1728 reprint of the book in Levoc�a, held in Prague at the
National Library of the Czech Republic, Division of Manuscripts, number 45 D 9,
p. 169.












































