SANDOR

GYORGY

in Defense of Bartok

By JoserH SMITH

Gyorgy Sandor (scated) with Béla Bartok |

‘ ‘ on't let anyone tell you that Bartok’s music is
bitonal or atonal!” Gyorgy Sandor begins our
conversation, not apropos of anything I've
said, but in reaction to an article which has

upset him. “Bartok’s music is always tonal—there are

never two systems and never no system, even in the
most challenging works, like the Three Etudes,” he
claims.

The pianist, who was referred to in a letter by Béla
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Bartok as the composer’s “favorite student,” has recorded
the entire corpus of Bart6k’s solo piano music (winning a
Grand Prix de Disque) as well as the works for piano
and orchestra. Now in his eighties, he continues to per-
form all over the world. He has taught at the University
of Michigan, and is currently on the faculty of the
Juilliard School. His publications include editions, tran-
scriptions, and a book on playing the piano.

But Gyorgy Sandor is more interested in discussing
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Bartok coninvea from page 15

“The title of the piece has misled
S0 many,” he continues. It was orig-
inally simply ‘Allegro in F sharp,’ not
F sharp major or F sharp minor—just
F sharp. A review had appeared call-
ing Bartok and his circle ‘young bar-
barians,” so he added the Barbaro as
a joking afterthought.”

How had Sandor come to pre-
miere the Third Piano Concerto,
which Bartok had intended for per-
formance by his wife, Ditta? “The
existence of a third piane concerto
came as a complete surprise to me,”
he relates. “At the time of Bartdk’s
final illness, he had asked me to cor-
rect proofs of the Concerto for
Orchestra, but I did not know that
he was working on a piano concer-
to. He was, of course, reserving it
for use by Ditta. After his death she
became ill, and I learned it in about
six weeks, for its premiere with
Ormandy and the Philadelphia
Orchestra.”

It is often asserted that, in this
work, Bartok softens his style as a
concession to Ditta’s playing—or to
American taste. Sandor totally rejects
this view. “Ditta performed works
like Bartdk’s two-piano concerto
with him—why would she have
needed a less virtuosic or forceful
work? Is not the Finale, in fact, as
vigorous as anything in Bartok? If
Bartok had softened his style in his
last years, how does one explain the
Sonata for solo violin—one of his
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most challenging pieces?” Did
Sandor, then, feel that the third was
no different from the previous two
piano concertos? “The content of the
first is expressed primarily in
octaves; the second—a lighter, more
cheerful work (although not always
played that way!)—is primarily
chordal; and the third is more spare.
The difference is one of texture,” he
explains, “not content.”

As T am leaving, Sandor asks me
to allow him to check the text of the
interview before it appears in print.
Justifying his concern, he shows me
a shocking example of a misquota-
tion in print. Sandor has published a
transcription of the Tempo di
Ciaccona and Fuga from Bartk’s
Sonata for solo violin. Yehudi
Menuhin, who had commissioned
the original sonata from Bartok,
wrote to Sandor praising the tran-
scription. I saw this letter, which
reads in part: “You have read into
the Sonata so much of the implied
background that was in Bartok’s
mind and which of course will never
be as fully realized on the violin as
on the piano.” Then, Sandor shows
me an article where the writer, pre-
sumably blinded by a prejudice
against transcriptions, has misquoted
the letter: “...will never be fully real-
ized on the piano as the violin"—
completely reversing Menuhin’s
meaning. I, of course, have com-
plied with the request. B
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