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When The Musical Times published an obituary for Bartók in 1945, it declared that he 
was best known ‘for his scholarly activities in folk-music’.1 How reputations change! 
It is, of course, as a composer that Bartók’s posthumous reputation was ultimately 
secured. All the same, his long and close engagement with the music of his native 
Hungary goes a long way in explaining the originality of his compositional voice. 
Bartók did not so much imitate or arrange the forms of folk-music he heard as absorb 
and re-interpret their raw musical elements and underlying compositional structures. 
To this mix he also added techniques he had come to admire in his modernist 
contemporaries in Austria, Germany and France. By this means he also was able to 
repudiate earlier, romanticised, notions of what constituted a style hongrois. Bartók 
acknowledged a particular debt to Stravinsky, who, in works like the ballet Pulcinella 
(1920), had similarly demonstrated the capacity for older forms of music to absorb 
new materials. The Sonata No. 2 for violin and piano (1923) is an exemplar of this 
hybrid compositional style, combining both the form and character of folk-dances 
with chordal clusters more reminiscent of Stravinsky and Schoenberg. 

Bartók also absorbed some of the idiosyncrasies of east-European folk-fiddling. 
His friend, the violinist Joseph Szigeti, recalled seeing the composer

in his villa in the hills of Buda – his tables, couch and piano littered with those hard-
earned discs of folk fiddlers, mostly unaccompanied, which he had recorded during 
many epic years of folklore exploration. He plays them to me while I follow the 
intricate, almost hieroglyphic signs on the literal transcriptions he has made of these, 
as he has of thousands of others. Putting me to the test: whether I would recognise the 
sometimes infinitesimally small rhythmic or melodic shreds that went into Rhapsody 

1 Henry Boys, ‘Béla Bartók 1881–1945’, The Musical Times, Vol. 86, No. 1233, November 1945, pp. 329–31.
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No. 1, which he dedicated to me in 1928; making the distinction, while discussing these 
themes, between the unimaginative, premeditated incorporation of folklore material into 
a composition, and that degree of saturation with the folklore which unconsciously and 
decisively affects the composer’s melodic invention, his palette, his rhythmic imaginings.2 

The Second Rhapsody was dedicated to the violinist Zoltán Székely, who would later 
commission Bartók’s Second Violin Concerto. Both Rhapsodies follow the traditional 
Hungarian pattern of pairing lassú (slow) and friss (lively) movements. 

Nevertheless, Bartók was not a string-player himself – a fact which helps make 
his violin music suitable for transcription because it is not written from inside the 
instrument to the extent that the violin music of composer-virtuosi like Ernst, Paganini, 
Vieuxtemps and Ysaÿe is. Indeed, in his autobiography, Unfinished Journey, Yehudi 
Menuhin recalled Bartók being ‘rather worried’ about the playability of the double stops 
in the Sonata for Solo Violin. The composer was happy to take advice. He wrote to 
Menuhin asking whether he would ‘introduce in one of them the necessary changes in 
bowing […] and also indicate the impracticable difficulties?’ He promised he ‘would try 
to change them’.3

One might consider Bartók’s various borrowings from folk traditions as already a 
kind of transcription, such that it is no huge leap to adapt this music further, as Vidor 
Nagy has done here, by arranging what were originally violin works for viola. The general 
aesthetic milieu of Bartók’s age was, in any case, favourably inclined towards recognising 
transcriptions as not only a practical convenience but also a legitimate artistic practice. 
For Bartók’s contemporary Ferruccio Busoni the act of transcribing, even if it involved 
significant compositional intervention, was ultimately aimed at providing an alternative 
realisation of an abstract musical idea. Honouring the spirit of a composition was, in 
effect, the same as honouring its letter. In the case of a transcription from violin to 
viola, furthermore, we listeners are not asked to shift our tonal expectations far from the 

2 Joseph Szigeti, With Strings Attached, Reminiscences and Reflections, Cassell, London, 1949, p. 127.
3 Yehudi Menuhin, Unfinished Journey, Macdonald and Jane’s, London, 1977, p. 167.
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original works. What results are versions of these works that do more than merely adapt 
the original source: they also serve to illuminate it in new ways.
Peter Tregear is a teaching fellow at Royal Holloway University of London. He has conducted several 
UK premieres of Weimar-era works, including Max Brand’s opera Maschinist Hopkins at the Queen 
Elizabeth Hall in 2001, and Krenek’s Schwergewicht in Cambridge in 2004. He is a member of the 
Advisory Board of the Ernst Krenek Institut in Krems and a committee member of the International 
Centre for Suppressed Music, London. He is the author of Ernst Krenek and the Politics of Musical 
Style (Scarecrow Press, Lanham (Maryland), 2013). 

When a musician feels a deep affinity to a great composer, his appropriation of the 
work of the composer in question often extends over years – sometimes, indeed, 
over an entire lifetime. That is certainly the case with the Hungarian violist Vidor 
Nagy and his relationship with Béla Bartók. It began early in Nagy’s career, when 
he began to study Bartók’s Viola Concerto, a work he has since performed on many 
occasions. Obviously, a relationship of such an essential nature is hardly going 
to be restricted to a single work, and musicians of all times have aimed to make 
their spiritual appropriation as close as possible, finding their own ways through 
relationships that vary according to the intensity of the emulation involved: ‘father-
son’, ‘teacher-student’, and so on. For this recording Vidor Nagy has chosen to avail 
the viola of three very different Bartók works, with the Violin Sonata No. 2 of 1922 
and Rhapsody No. 1 of 1928 framing the Sonata for Solo Violin from 1943–44. In 
doing so he is echoing a practice Bartók himself adopted in his early works, arranging 
(for example) parts of the First Violin Concerto for piano and some violin pieces for 
cello; other piano works he arranged for orchestra, for voice and piano, for violin 
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and piano – like many other composers, Stravinsky among them, he took pleasure in 
presenting his own music in different guises. And when other composers take the same 
path – as when Brahms was recast by Schoenberg and Mussorgsky by Ravel – the effect 
can be even more striking.

It’s a view encountered in the other arts, too. Chaplin said that ‘Life is a tragedy when 
seen in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot’.1 Vidor Nagy expresses essentially the same 
idea more technically:

The approach is made with the language of the body – with ten fingers, no more, no fewer. 
The effect is comedic, as long as you consider the composer’s thoughts from a distance, 
but it becomes more and more dramatic the closer you come to them. But the next step 
is a point of transition when you disinhibit the viola, the voice of which almost cracks as 
you force the face of horror upon the lovable and seek to add the fearful to the peaceful. 
The same is as true of the Bartók Solo Sonata as of Paganini’s Caprices and the Bach Solo 
Sonatas: only the breath and the gestures are given by the composer as the innermost 
elements of the music; much else is the responsibility of the player.2

Nagy is right: even when they are concerned with the most painstaking details, the 
greatest composers are not prescriptive when it comes to the core of the work. Whether 
Othello is a tyrant or a victim and Iago betrayed or vengeful, Shakespeare does not lay 
down in words, nor Verdi in notes; they leave such questions to the genius of the actors 
and singers. The writer and composer put all the characters before us, but they do not 
bring them to life – that does not happen until the evening of the performance. 

The same is true in instrumental music. Like Shakespeare and Verdi, as Nagy puts 
it, Bartók

belongs to eternity and has many points in common with them; he delivers weighty 
statements and earnest content. If you dilute that in order to be able to master it, the result 
will be failure and a trivialisation of the substance. My belief in Bartók has helped me to 

1 Quoted in Richard Roud, ‘The Baggy-Trousered Philanthropist’, The Guardian, 28 December 1977, p. 8.
2 In conversation with the author.
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see certain things differently because in his music beauty is truth, and truth beauty. A 
dictum of Leonardo da Vinci’s applies also to Bartók: ‘Ogni pintore dipinge se’ – ‘Every 
painter paints himself ’.3

Béla Bartók had to fight for his own identity and he found it in folk-music. His 
Second Sonata for Violin and Piano was written between July and November 1922 
in Budapest and is dedicated, like its predecessor, to the violinist Jelly d’Arányi, with 
whom he premiered the work in May 1923 – as they had No. 1 the previous year. But  
unlike the First Sonata, which is cast in classical three-movement form (Allegro 
appassionato – Adagio – Allegro), the Second Sonata is in two movements: Molto 
Moderato 1  and Allegretto 2 . The ruthless hardness of both works indicates the process 
of fermentation that Bartók went through after the First World War, finding the face by 
which he would always be recognised. The Second Sonata confronts its listeners with 
a beauty that is disconcerting: Bartók’s newly won compositional freedom expresses 
itself in bizarre flights of fancy, accents and tempi redeployed in furious development. 
The rhapsodic breathlessness of the first movement means that its soundworld can be 
difficult to grasp, but dance- and folk-elements gradually emerge, not as quotations or 
any kind of atmospheric role but as absolute values of the concept of the work.

Bartók’s Sonata for Solo Violin was written in 1943–44 to a commission from 
Yehudi Menuhin and first performed by him, to considerable acclaim, shortly before the 
composer’s death in American exile. Menuhin held Bartók’s music in high esteem, but 
he also intended the commission to provide some financial help. Bartók, for his part, 
admired Menuhin’s interpretation of the Bach solo sonatas, and so they helped provide 
inspiration for the new work. And so, like Bach, Bartók’s Sonata follows the groundplan 
of the Baroque sonata da chiesa: slow – fast – slow – fast; Bach’s influence can be felt 
also in the polyphony and counterpoint. After the opening Tempo do ciaccona 3  
Bartók puts a fugue 4  in second place. Being in four voices, it exceeds the contrapuntal 
and technical demands of the (three-part) fugues of its Bachian models. Following 
them, however, Bartók alternates melodic interludes with strict polyphonic sections, 
3 Ibid.
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in which the fugue theme is treated in augmentation, inversion and canonic stretto. But 
Bartók does not emulate the closing climaxes of his models and allows the movement 
to come to a close in virtuoso display rather than contrapuntal elaboration. Only at the 
end does one hear again the fortissimo third which had set the movement on its striking, 
almost violent, way. The third movement, headed Melodia 5 , is tripartite and begins 
with a kind of exposition; the next section brings new thematic material that leads to a 
powerful emotional climax; and the third is a sort of reprise which mirrors the material 
of the opening of the movement in an abstract manner. The finale, Presto 6 , is at heart 
a fairly classical rondo in which the interludes generate a fascinating intensification of 
the thematic material; new elements in the form of sul ponticello passages make the 
soundworld even more alienating, and the work comes to an impressive end with a 
grandiose synthesis of the three main themes of the movement.

The Rhapsody No. 1 for violin and piano 7  8  dates from 1928, a time of increasing 
international recognition for Bartók, and intensive concertising. A year later the 
composer himself adapted it for cello, from which one can infer a degree of legitimacy 
for a version for viola. The use of folk-music elements here leaves them closer to their 
sources than in the late works, which use a kind of quasi-folk-music paradigmatically, 
with the themes presented succinctly and following classical principles of construction. 
In this Rhapsody, by contrast, the ‘song’ themes that appear are mostly sixteen or 32 bars 
in length, modally coloured and marked by strong rhythmic inflections and aggressive 
dissonance – all features which suggest improvisation. The music Bartók was writing at 
this time was Neo-Classical in outlook. He said that ‘peasant music’ retained something 
‘that could be characterised in our days as “objective” and which I would describe as an 
“absence of sentimentality”’.4 In this way he created a style of his own – one which can 
be seen in terms of the broader tendencies of the new music of his day but nevertheless 
one in which ‘objectivity’ is in reality the most personal thing that Bartók had to offer as 
an artist in a world that was under increasing ideological threat.
4 Hungarian Music’, first published in American Hungarian Observer, 4 June 1944, and republished in Béla Bartók Essays, 
ed. Benjamin Suchoff, University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln, 1976, p. 395. Cf. also László Vikárius, ‘Bartók and the Ideal of a 
“Sentimentalitäts-Mangel”’, International Journal of Musicology, Vol. 9, 2000, pp. 197–241.
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Ulrich Drüner, born in France in 1943, studied music there before moving to the Musikhochschule in 
Freiburg im Breisgau in 1965. His doctoral thesis, on Richard Wagner, followed in 1987. From 2007 
until 2008 he was a violist in the Staatsorchester Stuttgart. Since 1983 he has been active also as an 
antiquarian bookseller and writer based in Stuttgart and specialising in music. His sixth book on 
music, Richard Wagner: Die Inszinierung eines Lebens, is being published in May 2016 by Blessing 
Verlag (part of the Random House/Bertelsmann group).

Vidor Nagy was born in Budapest in 1942 and studied with 
Pál Lukács at the Franz Liszt Academy of Music there, winning 
the first prize in the viola competition in 1967. Thereafter he 
studied with Bruno Giuranna at the Hochschule für Musik 
in Detmold. He has been giving master-classes himself since 
1982.

Vidor Nagy has always been directly involved with the 
music of his own time, giving the premieres of works by the 
Hungarian composers László Dubrovay, Lóránt Hajdú, Pál 
Károlyi and József Kővári. He has also extended the viola 
repertoire with a number of transcriptions. Alongside the 
classics of the viola repertoire, he enjoys playing the works of 
such composers as Bartók, Kurtág, Ligeti, Martinů, Penderecki and Zimmermann.

As well as performing as a soloist, Vidor Nagy appears in various duo 
combinations, with piano, harp and guitar, and as a member of the Trio Erato, the 
Stuttgart Viola Quartet and the Süddeutsche Kammersolisten. 

His public concerts have included appearances in Canada, the former 
Czechoslovakia, Italy, the countries of the Soviet Union, the United States and the 
former Yugoslavia, and he has broadcast in Austria, the Czech Republic, Germany, 
Hungary and Italy. 

Vidor Nagy’s CDs include solo, duo and trio recordings, for Bayer, Hera and 
other labels, of music by a considerable number of composers, among them Bach, 
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Bartók, Beethoven, Wilhelm Berger, Brahms, Britten, Rebecca Clarke, Gyula Dávid, 
Falla, Glinka, Hindemith, Johann Baptist Holzer,  Johann August Just, Kurtág, Ligeti, 
Liszt, Massenet, Heinrich Neumann, Paganini, Penderecki, Rolla, Satie, Schubert, 
Schumann, Johann Matthias Sperger, Stamitz, Stravinsky, Toselli, Vieuxtemps, Weiner 
and Zimmermann. His DVDs, which feature just as wide a range of composers and 
much unfamiliar repertoire, include Bach-Visionen/Paganini in chiesa, Vidor Nagy 
and Friends and Vidor Nagy in Concert. This is his first recording for Toccata Classics.

His website can be found at www.vidor-nagy.com.
The first prize in the 1979 Hungarian Radio 
Competition launched the pianist Péter Nagy into 
a remarkable international career at a young age, 
after beginning his studies at the age of eight in the 
Special School for Young Talents of the Franz Liszt 
Academy of Music in Budapest, where his teachers 
were Ferenc Rados and Klára Máthé. At the age of 
eleven he won the second prize of the International 
Concours in Usti nad Labem (Czechoslovakia) in 
1971. In 1975 he became a regular student at the 
Liszt Academy of Music in Budapest, while in 
addition attending the master-classes of Amadeus Webersinke in Weimar in 1975 
and 1976, as well as the course of Malcolm Bilson held in Budapest in 1979. In the 
same year he won the top prize in the Hungarian Radio Piano Competition.

Graduating with distinction from the class of Kornél Zempléni at the Ferenc Liszt 
Academy of Music in 1981, he had already begun his career in 1977, with successful 
performances in Finland, Yugoslavia and Salzburg. In the previous years he made 
extensive tours in the German Democratic Republic and in the Soviet Union. His 
participation in the Menton Festival in 1979 marked his début in France. In 1980 
he was acclaimed at the Bordeaux Festival of Young Soloists and on the Bratislava 
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International Rostrum for Young Interpreters. Between 1984 and 1987 he undertook 
further study with György Sebők in Bloomington, Indiana.

Since then his European concert tours have taken him to many important venues, 
including the Louvre in Paris and the Wigmore Hall in London, and recitals further 
afield have seen him perform at the 92nd Street Y in New York and the Sydney Opera 
House, as well as in New Zealand and throughout Japan. Among the recent highlights 
of his concert activity was a performance of the Ligeti Piano Concerto in Budapest.

As a soloist and chamber musician he has performed at many major 
music festivals, among them those at Aix-en-Provence, Bastad, Blonay,  the 
International Piano Festivals in Beijing and Shanghai, Davos, Divonne, Edinburgh, 
Eisenach, Fayetteville, Helsinki, Llandaff, Kilkenny, Kuhmo, Kronberg, Moritzburg, 
Nelson, Ojai, Stresa, West Cork  and the Marlboro Music Festival.

Péter Nagy regularly performs as a chamber musician, his partners including 
Tanja Becker-Bender, Frans Helmerson, Nobuko Imai, Kim Kashkashian, Leonidas 
Kavakos, Zoltán Kocsis, Charles Neidich, Miklós Perényi, Ruggiero Ricci and the St 
Lawrence String Quartet, to name only a few. 

He is Professor of Piano at the Hochschule für Musik und Darstellende Kunst in 
Stuttgart and Director of the Keyboard Department of the Doctorate School at the 
Franz Liszt Academy of Music. 

Nagy has recorded for BIS, Decca, Delos, ECM, Hyperion, Hungaroton and 
Naxos. In 2001 he received the prestigious Liszt Award. This is his first recording for 
Toccata Classics.
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To my sister Gizella
Recorded on 3 October 2015 in the Concert Hall of the Szent István Music School, Budapest 

(Sonata No. 2), on 31 October 2015 in St Columba’s Church of Scotland, Scottish Mission, 
Budapest (Rhapsody No. 1) and on 15 November 2015 in the Liederkranzhalle, Botnang, 
Stuttgart (Solo Sonata) 

Producer-engineers: Tibor Alpár (Sonata No. 2), Peter Laenger (Solo Sonata) and Viktor Király 
(Rhapsody No. 1)
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