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1. Antecedents of the Research

Interest in Ernst von Dohnanyi and his musicalvétgtihas grown considerably in
the last decade. During the first forty years aftés death, there appeared a
monograph by Balint VazsonyE(né Dohnanyi, Budapest: Zenefikiadd, 1971;
2Budapest: Nap Kiad6, 2002) and some other, minaties, but scholarly discourse
and an actual research process did not really b&8die renewed interest in the
1990s had its political reasons, but systematieareh into Dohnanyi was also
prompted by a change of approach in musicology.thEéamore, it started
simultaneously in Hungary and in the United Statésere the composer had lived
his last years, with major publications appearimghie same year in each country
(James A. Grymes,Ernst von Dohnanyi. A Bio-BibliographyWestport,
Connecticut/London: Greenwood Press, 2001; KisPelgp DeborahErnst von
Dohnanyi Er@, Budapest: Magus, 2001 = Melinda Berlasz, dduyngarian
Composerd7.). Although neither could supplant Vazsonyiimk completely, both
provide important initiatives and guidance for fheher research.

The most significant event in the short historyimternational research into
Dohnanyi occurred on 1 January, 2002, when theladiiavork finally gained an
institutional background: the Dohnanyi Archives Bdidapest, established by the
Ministry of National Cultural Heritage and the libste for Musicology of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The Archives, inrtfiest eight years, have
obtained a large amount of musical source matefialsm Hungary and abroad
(originals sources and copies). The volumes ofDbananyi Evkény{Dohnanyi
yearbooks, published by the Institute for Musicglag2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, and
2006/7), showed how various types of basic reseammmenced: into the
composer’'s press reception, and his various aesviis a performer and musical
organizer, and in the listing of the materialséneral Dohnanyi collections.

Though musicologists’ interest was aroused by matier subjects, such as
sketch research and interpretation analysis, thagestill been no new, complete
monograph or any comprehensive survey of the coemfgoseuvre. It makes sense,
of course, to postpone such a monograph until iceltasic researches have been
done, but it becomes increasingly urgent to anseere vital questions to do with
Dohnanyi’'s reception: how to describe the stylethif “conservative,” “post-
romantic,” “epigon” composer, how the receptiontloé ceuvre was influenced by
political factors, and how Dohnanyi’s role can aiged in terms of the history of
Hungarian and Western music.

Keeping all of these possibilities and problemarimd, | have chosen as the
subject of my PhD thesis a comprehensive study afiranyi’'s last, American
period. His activity between November 1949 anddsgath in February 1960, along



with the colorful and diversified compositional put of that period, seems to be an
area worth investigating from many points of viewhe American years, like
Dohnanyi’s earlier periods, have yet to be studiedoughly. A history in the form
of annals of the decade was presented by Marionl&iRueth The Tallahassee
Years of Ernst von DohnanWaA thesis, Florida State University [FSU], 196kt
her subject covered only a thin slice of the comepasactivity: she took almost
exclusively into consideration events connectechwitohnanyi’'s employer, the
FSU, and presented important data without scholatigrpretation or evaluation.
This left the chapter in Vazsonyi's monograph, sdwenty pages long, as the most
comprehensive study of the period so far. Vazstmyched on many aspects: not
only biographical matters, but the origin and styiehe compositions. But primary
sources have shown that his data were often ubkelend his interpretation often
assailable. It seems that his colorful, outspoleegumentative style often disguised
slightly tendentious discussion. Prejudiced in favbhis beloved teacher, Vazsonyi
may have wanted to draw a parallel between Dohissfiuggles and those of
Bartok’s American years, and to raise sympathy wilt deelings in readers who
might be resistant. This stance influenced sigaiftty our picture of the period in
question. Furthermore, several personal memoirs@neat the disposal of scholars
examining Dohnényi's American years: texts by hisdents and friends, also the
biography by Dohnényi's third wife (llona von Dolmé Ernst von Dohnanyi. A
Song of LifeJames A. Grymes, ed., Bloomington, IN: Indiana @rsity Press,
2002), and even the composer’'s own memoir, uncettaiugh their authenticity is
(Message to Posterityacksonville, FL, 1962).

2. Sources, Methods, Structure

In view of the limited literature on Dohnéanyi's Aniean years, | took the primary
source materials as the basis and starting pointfp dissertation. | had the
opportunity to do research at the most important Rtnanyi collection (The
Dohnényi Collection of the Warren D. Allen Musidiary of the FSU, Tallahassee)
as a Fulbright grantee in the academic year of /200&, when | participated in
cataloging work there as well. The material of t#lection originated from the
composer’'s Tallahassee home and university offared it had been growing
continually since his death. In 2002 the univergiyned an exceptionally valuable
group of sources, in the bequest of Edward Kiléaysfudent of Dohnanyi. The US
source material now consists of Dohnanyi’'s corresigoce, his other official and
personal documents, his notebooks and pocket aalendscrapbooks with
newspaper cuttings and concert programs, autogreysical sources, printed scores



of Dohnanyi works, the composer’s collection ofpeid scores of other composers’
works, and DAT recordings of Dohnanyi’s concerts.

Although it was not my primary goal in my disséida, | have endeavored to
publish as many of these documents as | can. thHestmost important documents
and their availability inAppendix 5.a—cl have used the biographical documents
directly in the first part of the dissertation (‘Dohnanyi in the United States”),
where | have tried to give a detailed and critisainmary of the composer’s last
period on the basis of more than 4,000 items ofc®material. Having documented
and evaluated the most important aspects of hisrisare years (Chapter I. 2), |
examine his work as a teacher (Chapter I. 3) amtbqmeer (Chapter I. 4), with
special regard to appreciation of these activitiethe time. In the last, | have also
used several archive sound recordings in an atteangauge the trustworthiness of
contemporary descriptions by comparative analybiseveral late solo piano and
chamber music recordings (live concerts and stoefiordings). In the last chapter
of the biographical part (Chapter I. 5), | summarilze compositional output of the
American years, dwelling not only on the origin tbk works, but also on their
reception then and since.

The other part of the dissertation deals with Cistyils American works in
terms of form (Chapter Il), texture (Chapter lI§punding (Chapter 1V), and
inspiration (Chapter V). In the case of Dohnanygep analysis and historical
positioning of the compositions become especiathpartant because critical,
comprehensive investigation of the ceuvre is stiising, and no agreed evaluation
of them has yet been reached. Since my dissertititre first comprehensive study
of this period, and since the compositions in qoasare quite diverse, | have not
restricted myself to following one, absolute ariabjt aspect, but sought the best
“first approach” to each work, which may serve dsmais for later, more specialized
analysis. Accordingly, | have concentrated on #lation of text to musical form in
my analysis of5tabat Mateop. 46), on the compositional process suggestatidy
formal logic and sketches of the Passacaglia fdo $dute (op. 48/2), on the
function of quotations (and self-quotations)American Rhapsodfop. 47), and on
exploration of the narrative expressed by spedain§ and cycles in the Second
Violin Concerto (op. 43) and the Concertino (op).4%have also sought to compare
these with possible compositional models (Pergol&eethoven, Schumann,
Brahms, Bartdk) and with Dohnanyi's earlier pieces.

3. Findings

The primary documents have modified the hithertoepted information in some
ways. The composer certainly was unjustly obligedetbuild his livelihood at the
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age of 72, and that was mainly as a consequengelitital factors. But it seems in
the light of the sources that his situation—alonghwhis finances, university
position, reception, and quality of life—was naitical. Vazsonyi’s interpretation of
the conflict between Dohnéanyi and the FSU, for gxamnshould be altered: the
university management was far less strict or maéstotoward Dohnanyi than
Vazsonyi suggested, at a time when neither's eggieas were being met by his
employment there.

There were clearly difficulties in Dohnanyi's wag a concert pianist. Vazsonyi
and llona von Dohnényi tended to interpret theesenf events as a direct path
leading to the composer’s total political and gaheehabilitation. But in fact his
status did not change during his ten American yedisbiggest successes came in
smaller cities of minor cultural importance; hisaystwas almost ignored in
metropolises like New York, Chicago and San Framgisapart from one or two
invitations. So his reputation was confined to katreely small circle of ardent
admirers. Vézsonyi and several memoir authors daile consider that the
conservatism of the composer’s style was a clesgomre for US concert life to reject
him. Rather than alluding to so touchy a subjéetytpointed to political factors and
personal conflicts. Yet the United States coulddlyabe blamed for failing to
welcome a newcomer with a musical style long carsid anachronistic. Further
work needs doing on how Dohnanyi himself saw thdtenaFor his stance in
relation to contemporary music became a pivotastjoe as he lost a background of
support available to him almost continually urtiétend of the 1930s. That conflict
or isolation, borne with greater or lesser resigmatseems to have an essential
feature of Dohnanyi’'s American years, hallmarking musical output.

I have tried in my analysis to point out that maesDohnanyi’s late works—the
Second Symphony (op. 40), the Second Violin ConceBtabat Mater and
American Rhapsodyde not differ from his earlier style in terms ofiig, harmony,
or texture. On the contrary, another group, mathky pieces for piano and flute,
suggests that he was influenced by this unfansiiaation and taking steps toward
new modes of expressioBurletta (op. 44/1) seems exceptional in forming, for
example. Its bizarre sound comes with a kind ofrrasgtric, yet purposefully
organized structure that gives it a resemblancsuth modern compositions that
Dohnényi had harshly criticized for being too ratibor non-melodic.

Though none of the American works broke away ftomal thinking, some add
quite a new color on the composer’s harmonic alBttrletta and the 2nd Violin
Concerto, for example, seem to sound especiallghroin the latter case because of
the grave, dramatic intonation, and in the formecause of its almost grotesque
humor. In many way®8urletta relates to the Passacaglia for Flute which is an
extreme example of harmonic experimentation wiffagly twelve-tone theme. The
variation strategies are uninfluenced by serialhtégue, but the work is

5



exceptionally interesting to analyze because of lgmge number of musical
sketches, which suggest the compositional procassawstruggle. Interpretations of
Burlettaand of the Passacaglia shed light on each otherfdimer seems to play
with or even joke about Dohnanyi’'s more progressiwmposer colleagues, but the
Passacaglia calls for a subtler explanation. Coiesl tonality triumphs over the
twelve-tone theme, yet there are signs in the faogde form, serious tone and other
features that Dohnanyi did not see his own stylateolutely superior to theirs—
there was uncertainty about it.

The Concertino and the Aria for Flute and Piano. @®2) move off from
Dohnanyi’s typical harmonic style in another ditest They seem to bear French,
“Impressionistic” influences, mainly in their ingtnentation, thematic outlines,
variation strategies and faint harmonies. The Cdimze is especially worthy of
attention because after two movements reminiscémebussy, the third clearly
returns to Dohnanyi's typical, largely Brahms-likarmonic profile. | have tried in
my analysis to show that the hidden narrative ewlork is based on this gesture of
a homecoming from a foreign world.

The Concertino is the only work that shows newuest in its texture, which
may be the most basic layer of musical thinkingr #@ thematic transformation
reminds the listener of Debussy. On the other hBwihnanyi was able to express
the conflict of familiar and unfamiliar with a ddeping variation, a compositional
device typical of him. In the Nocturne (op. 44/%)r example, he proved that
someone with a masterly knowledge of compositionitequare in modern
composers, Dohnanyi felt—could even draw up a rdimamelodic musical
language from the single sound effect of the stdimewing of a cat.

It seems that Dohnanyi, in his late works, feltr@rsy urge to look beyond the
boundaries of his own, conservative style, butihallfy had to realize in each case
that he had no need to look out for new ways oegrgent. Of course, it is hard to
decide whether these experiments represent plagsland irony, or doubt.

He experimented less, however, in the works fagdaensemble, as if he did
not aim to imitate modernity in his “representati@mpositions intended for a
wider public. Musical experimentation was obvioualprivate matter for him. The
“representative” works were composed for commissidalso a feature of the
American period since Dohnanyi did not like to wrfor commissions and did not
do so often in his earlier years). Considerationtfee commissioner (whether a
person or an institution) inevitably gave rise tkirrd of heterogeneity. The Violin
Concerto, for example, is a work of exceptional ntlic tone, suited to the
personality of its first performer, Frances Magritesyhom Dohnényi dedicated it.

However, analysis ofStabat Mater and American Rhapsodybelies the
presupposition that they derived from specific nefluences (such as religiousness
or Americanism). One should not exclude that thémiate Stabat Materresults
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from the old, slandered composer’s turn to faittanyl other musical and practical
explanations of the choice of text also seem ptessgtuch as the malleable verse
structure, the repertory of the commissioner (Den@ivic Boy Choir), and the
better chances of having a religious piece perfdrmdoreover, the harmonic
profile, the shaping, the musical texture, andg@esonal interpretation of the text of
Stabat Materconnect so closely with Dohnéanyi's earlier worksittlit should be
viewed in the context of the whole ceuvre, rathanths a unique phenomenon of
deep piety. Analysis okmerican Rhapsodyas yielded similar results. Based as it is
on American folk songs and with its loose structuitemight reasonably be
considered a less inspired, occasional, Americagizivork. Yet a different
interpretation is also appropriate. The seriesotdréul musical pictures seem a kind
of summary, a cinematic replay of the composer'sioal past. Dohnanyi recalled
his basic musical environment in the manner of kqwhoseSymphony from the
New Worldis also recalled by the spiritual “The WayfaringraBger”), as the
message of a lonely, old-fashioned, European coengosm the New World. The
work has symbolic significance in the ceuvre, statimat for this old, conservative
composer, there remained nothing other than nastadgmories of the past.

Everything suggests that Dohnanyi's attitude arsthatic scale of values were
unchanged despite the obvious verdict of the eritthe seemed like a living fossil
in the second half of the twentieth century. Bugt Works show that the difficulties
of his American career, his isolation, and evenagis, had made him reconsider the
rightness of his path. The answers to his doubpeapin different manners in
different works, but in essence they are simildrodigh he could try to draw new
harmonic elements, composing strategies, and etsmis into his style, there was
no other way he could write than in the eclecitraspective style he had cultivated
all through his life. The duality between his daul#nd his ultimate definite
viewpoint means that the American period must e sme of the most interesting
chapters in the Dohnéanyi ceuvre and a remarkablegphena in twentieth-century
music history.
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