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I. Background

Preface:

With the foundation of the Music Academy, Ferenc Liszt created the
Hungarian School of piano. He set in motion an artistic development
which brought Hungarian piano artistry to the European forefront.
Amongst his students were Istvan Thoman and Arpad Szendy, whose
pedagogical work played a role in the education of a whole generation of
pianists from the previous century. It was from them that the greatest
pianists of our time went into the music profession — they laid down the
foundations of the music education of the century — the music education
of today.

The most prominent artists of the 20th century were Erné Dohnanyi,
and Béla Bartok. Both of them emerged from Thoman’s class, and their
musical activity influenced the development of a whole era of musical
life. The criticisms often measured their students and contemporaries’
interpretations up against the interpretation of Dohnanyi and Bartok.

As a pianist and teacher I would primarily like to focus on the
performance aspect of them. I would like to explore the artistry of piano
playing from the first half of the past century; to give a comprehensive
picture of the outstanding pianists of this time.

In order to deal with the question of interpretation on a deeper level
it was necessary for me to choose one particular work, of which I could
compare five different Hungarian performances. The work which I have
chosen is the 2nd piano concerto by Béla Bartok. This is a contemporary
piano concerto, which as a musical form, presents the performer with a
difficult and exacting task in terms of both technical difficulty and
musical expression. And it is through choosing this piece, that I can try
to reveal the individuality of the Hungarian piano art, whether it is
possible to discover a certain *’Hungarian musical expression’’.

I would like to make my research on the basis of the following 3
questions:

1. Which pianists played an important role in the first half of the
20th century?

2. What influence did Bartok and Dohnanyi’s artistry have on the
piano art of the 20th century?

3. In which ways does this influence appear in the performances
of the 2nd Piano Concerto by Béla Bartok?



II Methods:

Literary research:

A relatively wide range of literature is at our disposal on the subject
of Hungarian pianists from the first half of the 20™ century. On the basis
of a collection of biographies, memoirs, letters, documents and concert
reviews, it is possible to recall the life’s work, performances, repertoire
and teaching methods of these pianists. Numerous studies have been
written on the artistic work of Dohnanyi and Bartok.

The Analysis of recordings:

Thanks to the technical progress made during the previous century,

the first means of listening to recordings came into existence. And so, it
became possible that with indirect sources and recordings, we can recall
the main aspect of the art of performance — piano playing.
The Complete Centenary Edition of Bartok’s Records, played a
significant role as a main source for my dissertation, as were all the
released recordings of Dohnanyi. In order to analyse the 2" Piano
Concerto by Bartdk, I have taken 5 recordings of the piece made by
Hungarian pianists until the year 1960. Amongst these is a recording of
the piece performed by Bartok himself, which exists in fragments as part
of the private collection of Sophie Babitsne- Tordk. The other four
recordings are those of Andor Foldes and Edit Farnadi, made in 1953;
Gyorgyi Sandor — in 1959, and Géza Anda’s recording made in 1960. I
have compared the recordings on a basis of seven identical extracts,
examining the tempo, dynamics, timbre, phrasing,- the similarity and
differences of the performance techniques.

Examination of Scores and Facsimile:

The various forewords, notes accompanying dedications, and
analyses written alongside the published scores, have contributed greatly
to my dissertation as an accompaniment to the recorded material.

III Results

1. The Significant Pianists in the first Half of the 20th Century.

The basis of my literary research on the pianists of the first half of
the 20th century was collected from numerous sources. Biographies,
concert documentation, memoirs, concert reviews, contemporary
articles, press material released outside of Hungary, and written studies,
constitute the summary of the first half of my dissertation. This part
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comprises of an overview of the artistic work of Dohnanyi and Bartok,
the teaching methods of Istvan Thoman, and the significance of Arnold
Székely and Keéri-Szanto. 1 have listed the significant pianists of the
period, primarily those who at a young age had already attracted the
attention of the audiences of the time and the music critics alike.

2. Artistic work of Dohnanyi and Bartok:

Having compared the press material and memoirs of the students,
and having listened to the available recordings I was able realise the
comprehensive picture of the two great artists: That of Dohnanyi, those
talent gave him a keyboard touch type of many shades and colours, with
which he could bring to life the innermost depths of compositions and
could also recreate the natural essence of a work in front of audiences
through his piano playing. The other great artist was Bartok, who
captured his listener’s attention primarily with his uniquely strong
character, and performance techniques which revealed the fundamental
nature of a composition.

Teaching:

The traditions of Liszt, through Thoman, were also apparent in the
teachings of Dohnanyi and Bartok. This comprises firstly of piano
teaching based on performance techniques, making a full realisation of
the compositions — involving the choice of a suitable tempo, rhythmical
execution, character and timbre and being the discovery of the most
natural and suggestive way of playing the instrument. It was a given
requirement that to be in the class of Dohnanyi and Bartok one had to
have a secure knowledge of stylistic performance techniques, to have a
wide knowledge of repertoire and chamber music playing. The
emergence of a true artist could only come with the full grasp of a
composition.

Performance style:

Dohnanyi and Bartok’s way of performing is free from any of the
exaggerated romantic influences — free of any virtuosic piano playing
with a purpose in itself. They represented a certain clarity and a way of
getting straight to the essence of a composition. Any individual
expressiveness had to mirror the true spirit of the composition.

3. Comparison of Recordins of the 2nd Piano Concerto by Bartok:

I made my examination of the 2™ Piano Concerto of Bartok on the
basis of a comparison of the composer’s own recording of the piece next
to two of his students: Edit Farnadi and Gyoérgy Sandor, and two of



Dohnanyi’s students: Andor Foldes and Géza Anda. It is fair to say that
the most significant find of the comparison of the recordings was the
difference of the arrival at a certain tempo. This very much depended on
the orchestra and conductor, and also on how technically prepared the
pianist was. I found the greatest difference to be in the way in which the
solo piano part begins in the slow movement of the piece. The individual
expression is mirrored from the point of view of the timbre and touch
type. Yet the proportion of the building up of the tempo in and the clear
compositional form of the piece is very distinct not only with Bartok, but
also in the four other performances. However I have emphasised, as the
most important individualistic was of playing, a certain kind of
“’Hungarian’’ declamation which exists both in Bartok’s compositions
and recordings of himself playing. The five kinds of declamations — as in
human speech — were different through interpretation, in terms of
individual voices. In conclusion I believe that each performance
recording is connected in that they were all played in pursuit of the
emphasis of the Hungarian language.
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