
R E C O R D S : B A R T Ó K 
By H A R O L D C. SCHOXBERG 

IN I T I A L exposure to the six 
Bartók St r ing Quartets 
leaves most listeners, even 
trained ones, w i t h a feeling 

of bewilderment. Such, clashing 
dissonances! Such unconven
tional w r i t i n g ! Such a strange 
use of the instruments (the 
s t r ing glissandi of the later 
quartets sound like four ban
shees celebrating their equiva
lent of Walpurgisnacht)! Such 
an avoidance of "meiody" in 
the romantic sense! 

And yet many qualified ob
servers have no hesitation call
ing these six quartets the most 
significant contribution to the 
form since the Beethoven six
teen. They are hard to listen to, 
and they feature the uncom
promising att i tude that led the 
l i t t le man from Hungary to fol-

i o w his own style, even i f i t 
meant almost dying of starva
tion. Bu t after their quirks and 
idiosyncrasies are broken down, 
and after the listener accommo
dates himself to their ferocious 
rhythms and harmonies, theyj 
Dresent one of the great experi
ences music has to offer. 

Na t iona l i s t 

P a r e n n i n Group H e a r d 

I n S ix Great W o r k s 

O f Modern Master 

s t r ing quartets has been re
corded several times. The Ju i l -
l iard Quartet came out w i t h ! 
their precedent-breaking three! 
disks for Columbia around 1950.' 
A few years later the Vegh 
Quartet made its version for 
Angel. Now comes the Paren
nin Quartet, on three West
minster disks. 

Each of the three approaches 
has something to recommend. 
The Jui l l iard version is the 
most exciting. I t goes w i t h 
snap, tremendous rhythmic 
propulsion and a staggering 
technical virtuosity. The Vegh 
Quartet version Is quieter and 
more lyr ic , and frequently un
derplayed. The Parennin Quar
tet firings to the music direct
ness and a completely l i teral 
approach. As executants, the 
Parennin players are not i n the 
class of their competition, and' 
frequently they f ight the notes. 
But at the same t ime they feel 

land understand the music, and 
Bartók was one. . p i . the na-j their phrasing often has a 

tionalistic composers. Because, charm that the other two en-
of his high dissonance index 
and because of the highly s ty l 
ized nature of his wr i t i ng , the 
nationalistic element, especially 
in the str ing quartets, tends to 
become obscure. Yet, once one 
achieves a fami l ia r i ty w i t h Bar-I 
tók's style, the Hungarian na
tionalism is ever present. A cer-| 
tain rhythm, a t u rn of phrase, 
and we are i n a wor ld basically 
not too far removed from that 
inhabited by the Liszt "Hun-

sembles do not br ing out. A l l 
three versions have good re
corded sound, though the Co
lumbia disks, now beginning to 
be aged, lack the mellow qual
i t y heard i n the others. 

Good Performances 
As so often happens i n op

posed interpretations, there is 
no such th ing as the "best." 
This listener responds most to-
the incisive force and rhythmic 

_arian Rhapsodies" (Bartók's; alertness of the JuUliard Quar-
Op. 1, the Rhapsody for Piano tet. Others may respond to the 
and Orchestra, is not much |Veg# mellowness or to the 
more than a rewrite of Liszt's 
"Hungarian Fantasy"), no mat
ter how different the two may 
sound on the surface. 

I t is this pungent, supersatu
rated nationalism that is part 
of the Bartók style. Another is 
his complete avoidance of clas
sical harmony. Bartók was a 
modernist in the best sense of 
the word. His modernism was 
not of the "false-note" variety, 
wherein dissonant harmonies 
are superimposed over a classic 
chord structure in a calculated 
and cynical manner. Bartók's 
harmonic language was some
thing he automatically thought 
in ; i t was peculiar to himself 
and nobody else. Others have 
worked in his style, but w i t h ' 
l i t t le success. When Bartók 
spoke his own language i t 
meant something; when adopted 
by imitators, i t has always 
sounded sterile. 

I t is interesting that music 
w i t h the diff iculty of the six 

Parennin earnestness. What
ever version the buyer ends up 
wi th , he is going to have some 
of this century's most signifi
cant music i n good perform-
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