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By D O N A L H E N A H A N 

I I T H I N every failure, l ike dormant seeds, 
successes l ie w a i t i n g to be watered and 
fer t i l ized. For Béla Bartók i t was a series 

of b i t te r failures as a young pianist and composer 
tha t tu rned h i m t o w a r d the s tudy o f Hungar ian peas­
ant music and set h i m on the road to in ternat ional 
recogni t ion as a fo lk-song scholar. I n 1904, the 23-
year-old musician entered his Opus 1, the Rhapsody 
for Piano and Orchestra, i n the A n t o n Rubinstein 

O q ^ ^JL/ü^CmT compet i t ion i n Paris, and lost t o a certain Brugno l i . 
H e ^ n e n t e r e d the P i a n o compet i t ion, and there at 

/§fVr\ least he lost to a young man o f some subsequent 
/TaA frsC. O fame, W i l h e l m Backhaus. A success or t w o at th is 
f/y\ t j m e w o u i d have pushed Bartók onto the European 

(7 concert w h i r l i g i g ; instead he began his pioneering 
— ' song-colleoting t r ips in to the Hungar ian back count ry . 

There he encountered another young composer w i t h 
awakening cur ios i ty about peasant music, Zoltán 
Kodály, and i n 1906 the t w o published the i r f i r s t 
j o i n t w o r k , " T w e n t y Hungar ian Folksongs." Before 
long they had enbarrassed a l l previous wr i t e r s on the 
subject, inc lud ing Lisz t , showing tha t wha t had been 
taken for Hungar ian f o l k songs i n the past were 
actual ly relat ively sophisticated creations in a gypsy 
style by upper class amateurs. 

Bartók's research d i d not stop at the borders o f 
Hungary ( i f anyone dur ing his l i fe t ime could t e l l 
wha t those borders were) bu t carr ied h i m i n t o the 
villages o f other Central and Eastern European cu l ­
tures. W i t h h i m w e n t a p r i m i t i v e cyl inder recording 
machine, an exci t ing new tool for col lect ing the ora l ­
ly preserved music of Slovenian, Rumanian, Arabic 
and Turk i sh peasants. Bartók was par t of w h a t we 
now can see was an almost f rant ic rush by a few 
farsiphted people to capture this simple bu t elusive 
music before onrushing technological development 
atomized i t beyond recall . Anglo-Amer ican sources 
were mined by Francis James Chi ld , Cecil J. Sharp, 
the Iomaxes and others, w h i l e i n most other cultures 
s imilar prospectors were at w o r k . But consider th is 
cosmically arranged double b ind: The very technolo­
gy tha t pu t the portable recorder and phonograph 
into the hands of the fo lk researchers, mak ing accu­
rate and verif iable col lect ing possible for the f i r s t 
t ime, was also invad ing the previously isolated soci­
eties and eroding the mater ia l even as i t came under 
study The w o r l d , i t w o u l d seem, is under the guid-

Continued on Page 46 

Donal Henahan is a music c r i t ic for The New 
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ance of an i ronic humoris t . 
Bartók the ethno-musicologist 

is heavi ly though not exclusive- j 
l y represented i n Benjamin 
Suchoff's col lec t ion of essays, 
w h i c h cover more than 30 years 
and not on ly a l low one to trace 
Bartók's career-long obsession 
w i t h peasant music but also t o 
see c lear ly h o w th is concern 
shaped and strengthened his 
o w n composi t ions. M u c h o f the 
mater ia l has been available in 
scattered specialized journals , 
but some has not been pub­
lished previously, such as four 
Harva rd lectures o f 1943, ha l f 
of a scheduled series tha t was 
cu t short b y Bartók's f ina l i l l ­
ness (he died in New Y o r k i n 
1945). 

Though Bartók was abused 
as a revolutionary du r ing much 

of his composing l i fe , he ac­
tua l ly was not much i n sym­
pathy w i t h ext remism, not even 
o f the scholast ical ly a t t rac t ive 
12-tone va r i e ty in w h i c h he rec­
ognized a conservative 19th-cen­
t u r y l inkage. I n fact, one may 
see i n Bartók and Schoenberg 
art is ts s t r a in ing i n opposite 
directions i n an effor t to solve 
the problems of modern music. 
Throughout these essays Bar­
tók preaches that a r t music's 
salvat ion must come th rough a 
renewal o f the composer's con­
nection w i t h peasant society 
and i ts " inherent s imp l i c i t y . " 
He does not mean that fo lk 
music can be grafted onto com­
posed mu^ic i n anv superficial 
fashion bu t tha t the art ist , by 
going back ?nd d r i n k i n g at this 
pure spring, may absorb the 
terseness o f expression, the 
turns o f phrase and the deep 
f lavor o f his na t ional cul ture 's 
music. Schoenberg ear ly on 
recognized th i s as a dead hope, 

a w a y possible i n the past for 
composers i n older, more her­
met ic societies;—such as Bach 
or Beethoven or Schubert—but 
not f o r a cosmopoli tan ar t i s t 
i n the 20 th century. Bartók 
described Schoenberg as "free 
f rom a l l peasant influence . . . 
his complete al ienat ion to Na­
ture, w h i c h o f course I do not 
regard as a blemish, is no doubt 
the reason w h y many f ind his 
w o r k so d i f f i cu l t t o under­
stand." Despite tha t disclaimer, 
w h i c h is a l i t t l e unconvincing, 
Bartók shows no sympathy any­
where i n these essays fo r aton-
a l i ty of the codified Schoen-
bergian sort . 

Bartók's quixot ic not ion tha t 
a v i t a l a r t music had to be 
grounded on the composer's na­
t iona l cu l tu re has been p re t ty 
w e l l whipped o f f the stage in 
the past 50 years. The interna­
t iona l stylists , fo l lowing 
Schoenberg and especially his 
disciple Webern, have de­
veloped a k>nd of pan-cul tural 
music tha t is purposely state­
less, and, i ts opponents m i g h t 
say, rootless. 

Bartók's vision of a modern 
music "rejuvenated under the 
influence of a k i n d of peasant 
music t ha t has remained un­
touched by the musical crea­
tions o f the last centuries" ap­
pears now as an idea whose 
t ime came and wen t wh i l e the 
recording machines were run­
ning. I t gave us, however, much 
magnif icent music, inc lud ing a l l 
o f St ravinsky 's ear ly bal le t 
scores and Mussorgsky's "Boris 
Godunov," to poin t out on ly a 
few peaks. A n d i f his idea ever 
should re turn , i t probably w i l l 
be i n a shape so stranpely 
t ransformed tha t Bartók h i m ­
self w o u l d not recognize i t . 
I n th is count ry , a t any rate, 
real fo lk music long ago wen t 
to Nashvi l le t » die and lef t no 
k n o w n survivors . • ek
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