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CARMINA BURANA 
By CARL ORFF 

Born July 10, 1895, in Munich, Bavaria; 

died March 29, 1982, in Munich, Bavaria 

 

 

Descended from a long line of Bavarian army officers, Carl Orff was the only son in his 

generation of the family.  He was born in Munich, educated there, and spent virtually his entire life in that 

city.  He devoted his early years more to pedagogy and scholarship than musical composition.  As a 

composer, he was definitely a late developer.  It was not until the age of 41, after substantial 

experimentation and deliberation, which included ventures into several musical styles and idioms, that he 

finally hit his stride with his Carmina Burana (Songs of Benediktbeueren), a “scenic cantata” for soprano, 

tenor, and baritone soloists, four-part mixed chorus, children’s chorus, and an orchestra augmented with a 

large percussion section.  Shortly after the eminently successful premiere of this novel and strongly 

distinctive work, which took place at the Frankfurt Opera on June 8. 1937, Orff tersely told his publisher, 

“You can scrap everything that I have written up to now.  My collected works begin with Carmina 

Burana.” 

Carmina Burana actually is the first part of a trilogy of “scenic cantatas” that Orff composed 

between 1935 and 1951, and collectively entitled Trionfi Trittico Teatrale.  For his inspiration for 

Carmina Burana, Orff turned to the Codex Latinus Monacensis 4660, a collection of anonymous 

thirteenth-century manuscripts that had been discovered in 1803 during the secularization of the old 

monastery of Benediktbeueren, which was located in the Bavarian Alps some forty mikes from Munich.  

Written mostly in medieval Latin and Low German, these manuscripts were the work of the Goliards, a 

vagabond group of defrocked priests and monks, minstrels, wandering scholars, and itinerant student 

who, disenchanted with the conventions of both church and society, devoted themselves to the pursuit and 

glorification of mundane pleasures, particularly those of wine, women, and song.  Orff selected twenty-

three of the more than 200 texts and set them to music in a manner that was both entirely original and 
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thoroughly modern.  In no way, however, did he attempt to reconstruct the original music to which they 

were sung, or even approximate how they might have sounded.  Essentially, Orff’s Carmina Burana 

represents a classic example of old wine in new bottles. 

 The actual sound of the words was of the utmost importance to Orff.  For Carmina Burana, as 

well as his subsequent theater works, he devised a distinctively individual style of composition that, 

through the employment of a variety of percussion instruments, enhances rather than obscures the texts. 

The form that he employs almost exclusively throughout Carmina Burana is the strophic song, one of the 

most basic structures in vocal music.  The texts are set to simple, diatonic melodies, some of which are 

reminiscent of folksongs; others, of Gregorian chant.  Rhythms also are basically simple, but strong and 

vital, and frequently makes use of ostinato patterns.  Generally, they take their pulse from the ebb and 

flow of the words of the text.  The choral writing is predominantly declamatory, and the parts are almost 

always in unison or octaves.  Dissonances are unusually mild and used sparingly.  Chromaticism,  

complex harmonies, counterpoint, and thematic development are entirely absent from the score.  Above 

all, the work is imbued with a boldness and a lusty primitivism that is wholly appropriate for the 

earthiness of the texts.  Musically, there is nothing else quite like it. 

 As visual imagery for Carmina Burana, Orff chose a favorite symbol from antiquity—the 

perpetually turning wheel of fortune which, as it revolves, simultaneously brings favor to some and 

disaster to others.  Appropriately, Orff casts the work as a huge cyclical structure that both begins and 

ends with a choral address to the Goddess of Fortune.  The remaining movements are grouped into three 

main sections based upon their textual content:  Primo Vere (In the Springtime), In Taberna (In the 

Tavern), and Cour d’Amour  (The Court of Love). 
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