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And as imagination bodies forth


The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen


Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing


A local habitation and a name.


Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 5 Scene 1

























List of Illustrations





Caricatures of Ligeti by John Minion pp. 1, 215 and 364 Line drawing by Ligeti p. 115




1 The small boy.


2 With his mother.


3 Ligeti’s mother after moving to Vienna.


4 Luc Ferrari, Franco Evangelisti, György Ligeti, Yoritsune Matsudaïra and Luigi Nono at the Darmstadt Summer Courses in the late 1950s.


5 Lecturing in Berlin in the 1960s.


6 Much later, contemplating a performance of Poème symphonique.


7 Ligeti’s drawing of The Last Judgement, based on Memling’s altar-piece in Danzig.


8 Erik Saeden as Nekrotzar and Sven-Erik Vikström as Piet in the Stockholm premiere of Le Grand Macabre, 1978.


9 Roland Topor’s design for Scene II of Le Grand Macabre, Bologna 1979.


10 Ligeti in his studio in Hamburg 1982.


11 Sarah Leonard, Linda Hirst and Omar Ebrahim perform Aventures and Nouvelles aventures in Huddersfield, 1993.


12 Rehearsing the Violin Concerto with Saschko Gawriloff.


13 Addressing the audience at Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival 1993.


14 In discussion with the conductor Elgar Howarth.


15 Pierre-Laurent Aimard.


16 Simha Arom, Pierre-Laurent Aimard and Ligeti with the Banda-Linda pipe orchestra and pygmies from the Central African Republic, Châtelet Theatre, Paris, December 1999.


17 Receiving the Kyoto Award, November 2001.

























Acknowledgements





It is eight years since I had the idea of writing a book about György Ligeti. For most of this time it has had to compete with the demands of directing a large-scale international new music festival and my responsibilities as Professor of Music in the University of Huddersfield. The book would scarcely have advanced at all, had the University not granted me two six-month sabbaticals. In addition to the support of colleagues, I am especially grateful to two former students of the Music Department: Maria Fisher created all the computer-set music examples, and Philip Clarke read the whole of my final text, making many perceptive comments and suggestions.


This book is fifty per cent bigger than the one Faber and Faber commissioned in 1996. During the intervening years much has changed, not least the economics of publishing. The Music Editor to whom I proposed the idea was soon succeeded by Belinda Matthews, whose enthusiasm and patience has been a constant support. Only temporarily disconcerted when, after spending three days with Ligeti, I told her that I would rewrite the eleven chapters she had just approved, her unflinching encouragement as the book expanded beyond its brief I have much appreciated. In the final production stages, Kate Ward as desk editor has been a tower of strength. Grateful thanks also to my copyeditor Michael Downes, to Ilsa Yardley who read the proofs, Ron Costley who advised over layout and photographs, and Diana LeCore who compiled the index.


I first met Ligeti at Glasgow’s ‘Musica Nova’ in 1973, and came to know him better when he was our guest at Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival twenty years later and we engaged in two public discussions. Nevertheless, in 1994 as I was contemplating writing this book, I was surprised when Ligeti said that he would like me to undertake it. The extent of his involvement I describe in the introduction. Here I want to thank him for giving so much time to our conversations and to checking the accuracy of my text. To Dr Louise Duchesneau, Ligeti’s personal assistant, I am greatly indebted for facilitating our contacts and for much assistance in between, and also to the composer’s wife, Dr Vera Ligeti, for her comments and encouragement.


Not until the autumn of 2001 did I visit the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basle where most of Ligeti’s manuscripts are housed. The Swedish musicologist, Ove Nordwall’s collection was transferred to Basle in the late 1980s, but Ligeti’s own much larger stock arrived only at the end of 2000. I am fortunate to have been able to consult this important archive in the Foundation’s congenial building overlooking the Rhine, where its staff, notably Robert Piencikowski, Johanna Blask and Evelyne Diendorf, were unfailingly helpful. Photographs and manuscripts from the archive are reproduced by permission of the Paul Sacher Foundation. This is also the place to express my debt to Friedemann Sallis’s pioneering work on Ligeti’s early sketch books and the music he composed in Hungary, and to the authors of other previous books and articles on the composer, including Robert Richart’s bio-bibliography published in 1990. Assistance with the translation of texts was generously provided by Rachel Beckles Willson, Bela Simon and Alison Slade.


David Whelton, Managing Director of the Philharmonia Orchestra, kindly sent me the schedules for the orchestra’s extended Ligeti concert and recording project. He was shrewdly objective about what had gone wrong, as was Esa-Pekka Salonen in a long conversation. The most relevant week of this schedule I have described in detail. That British orchestras endure tough working conditions is well known; nevertheless, it may surprise some readers to discover how gruelling they can be. In recounting this unhappy saga – at little of which I was present – I have tried to be even-handed and accurate, but the judgments are my own.


Warm thanks also to the staff of Ligeti’s principal publishers Schott Musik International, especially to Sally Groves in London and Rainer Schochow in Mainz for the provision of materials and access to their records. The archive so efficiently maintained in Mainz was a valuable resource. Finally my thanks to John Minnion. Having encountered his caricature of Ligeti printed in the The Times in 1996, I was pleased to receive another which he had given privately to the composer, and delighted when he agreed we should reproduce them, and that he would make a third specifically to illustrate this book.



















Introduction





Everyone rewrites their history. We want to rationalise our actions, to recall pleasure and success, and to exorcise pain. Memory is interpretative. Nevertheless, when writing about a living person, the recollections of its subject are a primary source. In this account of György Ligeti, I have drawn extensively on the many published and recorded interviews with him, on documentary information, and on our private conversations recorded both in London and during three days in Hamburg.


Despite Ligeti’s earlier encouragement, it was it was with some trepidation that I sent him a draft of my first eleven chapters in January 2000. A fortnight later he telephoned and told me they were full of errors. I feared the worst. But, in explaining that I had failed to understand the complexities of growing up in a multi-ethnic and politically turbulent society, he also warmly endorsed the musical and aesthetic exposition which forms the bulk of the book. Reassured, I felt honoured to be invited to Hamburg to go deeper into the background. Ligeti was keen to correct inaccuracies and misconceptions already in print, especially about his early life. Some events he amplified at length, some he related for the first time. Elsewhere, he unstitched stories which others had embroidered. Our discussions of technical and stylistic matters, and about the wide range of extra-musical ideas that have stimulated composition, were fascinating. My musical analyses he approved without any substantial disagreement, and with helpful suggestions regarding terminology. Returning with thirteen cassette tapes of our conversations, I resumed my task. Later Ligeti read again a large proportion of the revised text, particularly on personal and historical matters, and sent me his unpublished autobiographical essay written to deliver in Japan on the occasion of receiving the Kyoto Prize in November 2001.


Is this a biography? It was not intended to be, but it has become one. My original intention was, and remains, to write a stylistic and analytical study of a wonderful body of music. But I wanted to explore its context: the political and artistic background, the climate of ideas, the relation to other disciplines, the childish fantasies that burgeoned into an overflowing imaginative vision, the questing technical renewal and self-imposed rigour that have made Ligeti take up to eight years to complete a new work. Gradually I realised that his personal life was in itself an extraordinary story, and that his bizarre experiences in Romania and Hungary had deeply affected his personality and attitudes.


After Ligeti fled to the West at the age of thirty-three, following the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, he was so excited by his belated encounter with the European avant-garde that he scornfully brushed the past aside. Recently, though, he has wanted the Kafkaesque ambiguities of growing up in a mixture of Hungarian, Romanian and German societies – and under two brutally repressive regimes, Nazi and Communist – to be better understood. The fact that he originally intended to be a natural scientist, but was denied the possibility because he was a Jew, has fed his curiosity as a composer and helps to explain why every work is a fresh area of enquiry demanding new solutions.


Ligeti’s career in the West was equally formative. His contact with Darmstadt and Cologne, his work alongside Stockhausen and Koenig in the first electronic music studio, the liberating impact of visiting America, his debt to the visual arts and literature, his dialogue with scientists and mathematicians, his role as a teacher, the ‘pirating’ of his music by Stanley Kubrick, the cavalier treatment of his opera by a succession of stage directors, the aborted Sony recording project, the uncompromising standards that can result in frosty relations with conductors and performers – but also their highest admiration – all these are part of the picture. I have touched on Ligeti’s personal life in so far as it throws light on the composer: his relationship with his mother, his continued distress concerning the murder of his father and brother, the circumstances of his three marriages to only two people, his generous advocacy of little known composers, personal warmth and professional scepticism. Out of this, I hope, emerges something of a rich and charismatic personality and a vivacious and penetrating mind.


Ligeti is a dreamer who is a meticulous technician, a creator of mechanisms who believes in intuition, an insatiable explorer who is mercilessly self-critical, a hater of ideologies, a profound intellectual who is sensitive, witty, self-deprecating and devoid of pomposity. He is also, in the minds of some, a modernist guilty of defection. I realise that my counterpoint of contextual, analytical and biographical themes attempts a precarious balance, but hope that readers will find that each strand interestingly illuminates the others.


I have tried to make the musical discussions as clear and literate as possible. Many of the music’s stylistic and structural characteristics are not unique to Ligeti, nor peculiar to music. So, following his example, I use analogy and metaphor. Key technical terms are defined in a glossary at the back of the book. Where detailed reference is made to pitch, rhythm, harmony etc., I try to ensure that these do not impede readers unfamiliar with musical notation. The musical analyses are most substantial in Chapter Thirteen, where they deal individually with all of Ligeti’s (so far) eighteen piano études. But they are as much commentary as analyses, since these intriguing pieces involve ideas as colourful and varied as chaos theory, Baroque laments, African polyphony, pianolas, spindles, spirals, an abstract sculpture and an El Niño storm. Seminal ideas are introduced in advance, and those who find the quantity of piano studies daunting can move on, knowing they can return.


In 1996 Sony Classics launched its ‘Ligeti Edition’, for which it planned to record the composer’s entire catalogue. Two years later the project came to grief with only eight CDs complete, and without any of the large-scale works being issued except the opera, leaving many of the participants acutely frustrated – including Ligeti, although it was he who vetoed its continuation. The explanation of why this ambitious plan imploded is a personal analysis, but I believe objective. There seemed no hope of any revival until, in 2001, the remaining and most demanding recordings were bravely undertaken by Teldec. Publication of this book coincides with the completion of Teldec’s Newline ‘Ligeti Project’. Triumphantly achieved, at the age of eighty Ligeti becomes the only major living composer whose entire output (including early work) has been recorded under his supervision for a definitive CD edition. It is evidence of Ligeti’s exceptional stature, and of the widespread interest his music evokes.


Richard Steinitz


January 2003


Note on pitch designations


On the few occasions where I refer to pitch in a specific octave, C4–B4 denotes the octave from middle C to B above, C3–B3 the octave below that, C5–B5 the octave above the middle octave, and so on.






















PART ONE


From East to West
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1


The Making of the Man







Anything that happens in the world affects me – politics, literature,


people. I reflect on these things in my own way, and these


reflections seek an outlet in music. This is also the reason why


so many of my compositions are hard to understand.


Robert Schumann1




 





There is no doubt that the stance of the artist, his whole


approach to his art, his means of expression, are all greatly


influenced by experiences he has accumulated in the course of


day-to-day living.


György Ligeti2





A Hungarian in Romania


György Sándor Ligeti was born on 28 May 1923. His parents were cultured Hungarian Jews from Budapest, then living in the small country town of Dicsőszentmárton, one of many Hungarian enclaves remaining in what had recently become Romanian Transylvania. Like other Hungarian Jews, their ancestors had spoken German in the previous century and had German surnames, the name of ‘Ligeti’ being an approximate Hungarian equivalent of ‘Auer’ (meaning from the pasture or meadow), adopted to suit the changing times.3 The family had already shown itself to be artistic. Ligeti’s paternal grandfather Soma Auer was a decorative painter of public murals, some of them in Christian churches, despite his being a Jew, and others in railway stations – although most of these were destroyed in the bombing of the Second World War. Tragically, whilst working on one of his murals, Soma Auer had fallen to his death. One of Ligeti’s great-uncles was a well-known musician, the eminent violinist Leopold Auer,4 a pupil of Joachim, who left Hungary to spend most of his life as court musician to the Tsar in St Petersburg, and for whom many Russians, including Tchaikovsky, composed works. In 1910, the nine-year-old Jascha Heifetz became the youngest member of his class at the Imperial Conservatory. When the 1917 Revolution occurred, Leopold Auer left Russia to settle in New York where he continued as a highly esteemed teacher. He returned to Europe and died in Dresden in 1930, but between Leopold and Ligeti’s branch of the family there had been no contact. Although their lives overlapped by seven years, the international violinist and the great-nephew who would become a world-famous composer never met.


Ligeti’s father Alexander (Sándor) had a scientific bent. He was born in 1890 in Kaposvár in south-west Hungary, near to Lake Balaton where the family had its roots. Ligeti remembers him as highly intelligent and cultivated, with a wide knowledge of the natural and human sciences. Although extremely hard-working, he was ‘unpragmatic, without talent for money, a typically chaotic, smoking intellectual’. Sándor’s thwarted ambition had been to study chemistry and medicine, but he was also interested in literature and music and had learnt the violin in his youth, although he soon abandoned it. Indeed, he was determined that his son – Gyuri, as he was called at home – should not waste time learning an instrument, wanting him to pursue the scientific career that he had been denied. Even at a young age, this was what Gyuri wished as well.


The sudden death of grandfather Auer deprived the family of income, and it was essential for Sándor and his brothers to earn money as best they could. Since Sándor was gifted at mathematics, after leaving high school he was enrolled as a clerk with the Anglo-Hungarian Bank in Budapest. Fortunately the bank recognised his intellectual ability and paid for him to attend the University of Budapest – not however to study science, but economics followed by law. In both subjects he gained doctorates, later writing several books on economics and ethics, as well as a utopian novel. He fought in the First World War, was decorated and promoted to lieutenant, but was also seriously wounded. Whilst in hospital he met his future wife, Ilona Somogyi (b.1893), a qualified doctor and ophthalmologist. Ligeti’s mother was a women of considerable beauty, but to her children she seemed distant and reserved. ‘She was extremely correct. She could be very nice in a formal way, but she had no warm heart,’ Ligeti says. She did not believe in touching, let alone cuddling her children, nor did she want to breastfeed his younger brother Gábor. An avoidance of physical contact between parents and children was characteristic of the times. But the lack of demonstrative motherly love probably contributed to Ligeti’s own reticence concerning personal relationships, to his admitted inability to ‘establish a continuous family’. Meanwhile, it was to an aunt and the family cook that he looked for affection.


After their marriage, Sándor returned to banking and the couple settled in Dicsőszentmárton, where Sándor had been appointed manager of the local branch. But the political upheavals following the defeat of the Austro-Hungarian empire in the First World War were to destroy his career. The victors wished to reward the countries on Hungary’s borders for supporting the Franco-British alliance. President Wilson argued that Transylvania, a region larger than Switzerland and similarly having three communities and languages (Hungarian, Romanian and German), should become a separate state. But Clemenceau, the French prime minister, insisted that Romania should be well rewarded for changing sides. By the Treaty of Trianon in 1920, Hungary was required to pay reparations, and to cede the whole of Transylvania to Romania and large tracts of land to Slovakia and Yugoslavia.5


The settlement, which cost Hungary two thirds of its territory and a third of its population, set in train vast migrations. By 1924, some two hundred thousand Hungarians had left Transylvania. All the staff of the bank in Dicsőszentmárton returned to Budapest except for Ligeti’s father, who stayed to work for its new Romanian owners. He spoke no Romanian, but believed that by remaining his family would be safer. Post-war unrest in Budapest had delivered Hungary into the grip of a Communist dictatorship – although for less than a year. Amid the ensuing chaos, Romanian forces marched on Budapest and ransacked the city. Pressurised by Clemenceau, the Romanians withdrew, and there ensued the ‘White Terror’ of Admiral Horthy’s right-wing government, when Communist leaders were killed and leftist writers and politicians fled into exile. In September 1920 the Numerus Clausus was passed, the first anti-Semitic law of the century, which restricted the number of Jews who could enter Hungarian universities. In 1929, six years after Ligeti was born, the family moved from Dicsőszentmárton to Cluj, the principal city in Transylvania, where Sándor had been appointed manager of a small private bank. But only a few months later came the worldwide financial collapse, and all private banks in Romania were abolished. He remained to supervise the same office, but now selling lottery tickets at half his former salary. It was a humiliation which he hated. 


For hundreds of years the Transylvanian Romanians had been ruled by Hungary, so it was a shock for the remaining Hungarians who now had to submit to Romania. To a large extent the communities remained separate. Romanian Cluj had been Hungarian Kolozsvár (called Klausenburg by the Germans, although few of them lived there) and retained its large Hungarian majority. Dicsőszentmárton, Ligeti’s birthplace, was almost entirely Hungarian-speaking apart from its Romanian police. As a small child, Ligeti had no idea that other languages even existed, and was astonished when he heard the police shouting in an alien tongue. Nearly forty years later he would recall the experience in his two mini-operas Aventures and Nouvelles aventures, which use a nonsensical, hysterical artificial language based only on phonetics. It was also in Dicsőszentmárton where, one winter when Ligeti was three or four, he witnessed a shamanistic ceremony performed by itinerant Romanians from the surrounding villages. Some wild musicians playing violin and bagpipe forced their way into the Ligetis’ courtyard, one of them wearing a goatskin cape and a diabolical mask with beak and horns. Pre-Christian in origin, the music he recalls as ‘extremely interesting’; but at the time, the young Gyuri had no idea that inside the costumes there were actors, and he was gripped by fear.


Dicsőszentmárton had only five thousand inhabitants and Ligeti’s other early musical experiences were necessarily limited. At home there was as yet no radio, but he got to know some short orchestral pieces on 78 rpm recordings, if of tantalisingly poor sound quality. There was little live music, except for the gypsy bands who also played popular nineteenth-century tunes. But, even as a small child, Gyuri imagined music in his head. To his daily routines he attached different musical ceremonies, a tune to brush his teeth to, a march for going to bed. The town had no electricity, only natural gas, and the family home, owned by the bank, lacked even running water. Then the bank decided to make improvements, including the installation of a bathroom. Whilst these works were carried out, at the age of three Gyuri was sent to stay with an aunt and uncle – his father’s elder brother, a structural engineer – who lived at Csiksƶereda (now Miercurea Ciuc) in the east Carpathian mountains. This township was also Hungarian-speaking, but the herdsmen in the surrounding mountains were Romanian. To one of them Ligeti owes another enduring experience, for, as in Switzerland, the Carpathian herdsmen play alphorns. Around three meters long and made of wooden staves bound together with bark, to sound correctly the instrument must be wet. Gyuri was fascinated to witness a player dip the end of his instrument in a stream, begin to blow, bubbling through the water, then lift the bell clear to sound an extraordinary series of natural harmonics. Their untempered strangeness stuck in his memory. Indeed, the rustic ancestry of the orchestral horn endows it with a special magic, which is briefly evoked in Melodien, more often in the Horn Trio, and frequently in the Hamburg Concerto, composed over seventy years after the composer’s childhood experience, for solo horn and chamber orchestra, to which he adds four natural horns playing only untempered harmonics.


From [image: ] Ligeti retained less happy memories. His aunt, a primary school teacher, was sadistically insistent that small children should be taught to master their aversions. Noting that Gyuri was afraid of spiders, she made him collect cobwebs with his bare hands, a task which terrified and disgusted him. Years later, in an analytical introduction to the first movement of his first major orchestral piece, Apparitions, Ligeti traced its structural basis to a horrific childhood dream triggered by his arachnophobia:




As a small child I once had a dream that I could not get to my cot, to my safe haven, because the whole room was filled with a dense confused tangle of fine filaments. It looked like the web I had seen silkworms fill their box with as they change into pupas. I was caught up in this immense web together with both living things and objects of various kinds – huge moths, a variety of beetles – which tried to get to the flickering flame of the candle in the room; enormous dirty pillows were suspended in this substance, their rotten stuffing hanging out through the slits in torn covers. There were blobs of fresh mucus, balls of dry mucus, remnants of food all gone cold and other such revolting rubbish. Every time a beetle or a moth moved, the entire web started shaking so that the big, heavy pillows were swinging about, which, in turn, made the web rock harder. Sometimes the different kinds of movement reinforced one another and the shaking became so hard that the web tore in places and a few insects suddenly found themselves free. But their freedom was short-lived, they were soon caught up again in the rocking tangle of filaments, and their buzzing, loud at first, grew weaker and weaker. The succession of these sudden unexpected events gradually brought about a change in the internal structure, in the texture of the web. In places knots formed, thickening into an almost solid mass, caverns opened up where shreds of the original web were floating about like gossamer. All these changes seemed like an irreversible process, never returning to earlier states again. An indescribable sadness hung over these shifting forms and structure, the hopelessness of passing time and the melancholy of unalterable past events. 6





With Jungian hindsight, Ligeti probably elaborated this nightmare, but it remains a potent metaphor for certain qualities in his music. As a bastion against such fears he retreated into an invented world which dominated his daily life. ‘During my first years at school I hardly noticed the real world. I transformed clouds into mountains, giving them all names. Going to school I always imagined that I was flying in an aeroplane over my imaginary kingdom; stones along the kerb were the skyscrapers seen from above.’7 He drew maps of imaginary lands, was susceptible to the fantasies of others and, above all, loved reading.


The first book Ligeti recalls in detail was a children’s edition of The Thousand and One Nights given to him as a third birthday present, in which the stories of Sinbad the Sailor particularly appealed to him. Then, one summer when Ligeti was around five, somebody mistakenly gave him a collection of short stories by Gyula Krúdy (1878–1933), in whose work an introverted, dreaming Sinbad also appears. But it was a book quite unsuitable for children. ‘I remember being overcome by a strange melancholy, perhaps because of the heat, or was it my reading these Krúdy stories all alone in the loft?’8 Writing in an ornate style with a flow of ideas like that of Proust and Joyce, Krúdy develops a highly literate vein of nostalgia. Some of the stories involve a widow whose husband, ‘either a botanist or a meteorologist’, had been dead for years, leaving her alone through the winter in an isolated house on the Hungarian plain, full of clocks, barometers and hygrometers. ‘Nobody comes, maybe for a hundred years. Nothing happens. So there is a combination of movement, which is machine-like, and absolutely nothing … a timelessness … no beginning and no end.’9 Krúdy’s ironic fantasies of an older Hungary, destroyed by its First World War defeat, Ligeti understood better as he grew older; but the whirring, ticking mechanisms were already feeding his musical ideas.


Because of its natural gas supply – an important resource before the widespread use of electricity – Dicsőszentmárton, although only a small town, was surrounded by industry. There was a printing works in which another of Ligeti’s uncles worked as a typesetter; his wife, Sándor Ligeti’s younger sister, was the aunt who supplied the warmth Ligeti lacked from his mother. He was able to visit his uncle at work, watch and listen, enthralled by the clattering presses. Here, as much as in Krúdy, was Ligeti’s ‘basic image for the metronome piece’, his Fluxus-inspired Poème symphonique of 1962, as well as for Continuum and the third movement of his String Quartet no. 2. Elsewhere there was glass-blowing, the paper mills and brick factories (three of them); and, at the railway station, the huge wheels, pistons and connecting rods of the steam engines. Even at home there was the incessant chatter of his father’s typewriter as he toiled over his books. Far from being a sleepy rural town, to a child Dicsőszentmárton must have seemed like a symphony of machines, mysterious and magical, unwitting progenitors of the ‘meccanico’ textures in his mature compositions.


Ligeti cannot remember where or when, but it was probably after the family moved to Cluj that, in somebody’s house, he witnessed professional mourners intoning beside a coffin. The traditional Romanian funeral lament – the bocet – with its chromatically descending phrases, exists similarly in other Latin cultures including flamenco, probably spread by the gypsies. Of all archetypes leaving their imprint in his musical psyche, this was the most significant, since it would gradually resurface in the many manifestations of the ‘lamento motif’ found in his music of the 1980s and 1990s. For the moment, these folklore impressions were overshadowed by the glamorous artistic culture of a city boasting not only its own symphony orchestra but also both Hungarian operetta and a Romanian opera company. Once the family had moved there, Ligeti’s musical development benefited from many more opportunities. The aunt and uncle from [image: ] had also resettled in Cluj. Ligeti didn’t care for the aunt who had forced him to collect cobwebs; but he had grown fond of their daughter Kato (Kate) who was about ten years older than György and by now a student. In Cluj, Kato took her seven-year old cousin to the opera, first and most memorably to Boris Godunov, soon after to La Traviata and other productions. These early theatrical experiences made a vivid impact: the splendour of the sets and costumes, the ambience of the auditorium, even the sweets they shared. He was overwhelmed by the totality of the illusion, watching and listening in a dreamlike trance. The coronation scene in Boris Godunov and the dramatic styles of Verdi and Mozart remained fundamental models when he wrote his own Le Grand Macabre. Meanwhile, the medium of radio had advanced and, by the time Ligeti was in his teens, he could listen at home to symphony concerts broadcast from Budapest and Bucharest, including the comparatively modern symphonic poems of Richard Strauss. 


 When Ligeti was eight, he fell off some cliffs he was climbing and injured his knee so badly that he had to stay in bed for over nine months. He was delighted to miss school and spent much of the time reading, notably books on the geography and ethnography of Africa. He was not to know how deeply the music of sub-Saharan Africa would influence his own compositions fifty years later. Although Ligeti’s elementary education was conducted in Hungarian, once they had moved to Cluj his parents decided to send him to a Romanian-speaking secondary school so that he would grow up bilingual. He arrived not knowing a word of Romanian, but learnt fast and was equally quick to fend off taunts. Romanian and Hungarian culture were as unlike as their languages, and between the two there was an undercurrent of hostility. Surface relationships – until the advent of Hitler – were reasonably courteous. Nevertheless, as a young man Ligeti sensed a twofold discrimination, being regarded by Romanians as Hungarian, and by Hungarians as a Jew.


Apart from his continuing interest in geography, Gyuri succumbed to new hobbies almost every year. Home-made chemical experiments absorbed him around the age of twelve and thirteen. He obtained a university textbook on inorganic chemistry and, in a drawer originally reserved for toys, set up a tiny ‘laboratory’. On one occasion he managed to produce a small but spectacular explosion which prompted his grandmother, who happened to be in the next room, to move out.10 By now the fictitious country of his imagination had acquired a name, ‘Kylwiria’, and he devised for its cities his own vision of utopia:




I wrote descriptions of the geological constitution of the mountains, deserts and rivers, also studies about the social system, and invented a thoroughly ‘logical’ language, even working out the grammar. The legal system and social structure were completely liberal and perfectly just. I didn’t bother with illness and death. The cities had neither doctors nor hospitals, and no cemeteries. It was a kind of ‘land of milk and honey’ with no government, no money and no criminals. But it was not a fairy-tale land, rather a seemingly rational, high-tech world with a perfectly functioning everyday life. There were no problems to solve, no mistakes. There were schools, but no boring homework, and the whole population was dedicated to the sciences and the arts. Nobody had to work since machines produced and regulated everything. The engines needed no repair, the homes no cleaning.11





Another love was the cinema. It is hard to imagine the excitement it aroused in the early years of the technological age. Even Dicsőszentmárton had a small cinema with its own electric generator, which he was allowed to visit as a small boy. Here, and then in Cluj, he saw Chaplin, Keaton and Laurel and Hardy, cowboy and pirate movies, Mickey Mouse and other cartoons. Cartoons he liked the best.


Sándor Ligeti was a convinced socialist and atheist. Consequently his sons grew up largely ignorant of Jewish religion. Nevertheless, disregarding his father’s displeasure, at the age of thirteen Gyuri was drawn into the left-wing Zionist youth movement Habonim. But he found that he could not subscribe to its collectivist ideals and, whilst reproaching himself for deserting their cause, three years later he left. Emotionally and intellectually he remained close to his father, ‘a good-hearted and broad person’; although, like other teenagers, he began to reject his parents’ views. Given Marx’s Das Kapital to read at the age of fifteen or sixteen, he concluded that it might contain ‘some nice formulas’ but was otherwise ‘silly … mere scientific socialism’, a brusque dismissal which provoked heated argument at home. Earlier, at the age of twelve, Ligeti had discovered a more congenial model that would become a lifelong delight: Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland translated by the great Hungarian writer and humorist Frigyes Karinthy (1887–1938), its ironic wit and iconoclasm an antidote to all fanaticism. The art books possessed by his father were another joy, particularly ‘a wonderful big book on the history of art’ with reproductions in colour. Sándor wanted his sons to be familiar with painting and architecture – English cathedrals, for example – but liked nothing later than Cézanne. As for music, ‘his taste stopped with Schubert.’


Music or science?


In 1936 Ligeti’s younger brother Gábor began to learn the violin, his father’s opposition overcome by the advocacy of a family friend who had noticed that Gábor possessed absolute pitch. Gyuri protested that he too should be allowed to take up an instrument; and so, in 1937, at the age of fourteen Gyuri began piano lessons. He practised zealously for several hours a day and made rapid progress. But he was already too old to have any chance of acquiring an advanced piano technique. At first there was no piano at home, so Gyuri went after school to the apartment of his teacher, who had a second piano in a back room, and, when she moved, to a friend of his mother’s. Soon he began to compose, his first effort a waltz ‘in the style of Grieg’ and predictably in A minor.


Because as a practising ophthalmologist his mother needed a better address, around this time the family changed apartments. Previously they had lived in a quiet area away from the centre of Cluj, where his father had a separate study surrounded by his three thousand or more books, and could work in peace on his own writing. The new apartment looked luxurious and was close to the city’s main square and its huge Gothic church. In reality it was much too small. His father had no study and his books were now stored in the cellar. Gyuri and Gábor shared a room with separate beds, but did their schoolwork at the same table, constantly disturbing each other. After Sándor decided to rent the piano belonging to their mother’s friend, it too was housed in the boys’ bedroom in which they could now scarcely move. But to be able to play at home was a joy, even though the instrument was badly out of tune. Gyuri practised in the bedroom whilst Gábor played his violin in the drawing room, and their father had to forgo his after-lunch cigar and nap. Although the boys greatly annoyed each other they shared, says Ligeti, ‘a very intense friendship. I continuously fell in love with different girls (always in secret, being overly shy), but no girl could ever become more important to me than my beloved brother.’12


At school, besides being taught in Romanian, Ligeti learnt German and French, the latter supplemented by private lessons in French literature, which was favoured by Hungarian left-wing intellectuals as an expression of their anti-Germanic feeling. His aptitude for languages and love of literature proved their value. After learning Swedish in the 1960s, English in the 1970s, and with a working knowledge of Italian, Ligeti is more or less fluent in seven languages. In school he excelled in mathematics and continued to specialise in the natural sciences, firm in his intention of becoming a scientist. But events were to compel a different course. For millions of people they would be catastrophic. 
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Ex. 1 Opening page of Ligeti’s first sketchbook, written at the age of sixteen








Hitler’s seizure of power in Germany in 1933 encouraged extreme right-wing factions elsewhere, and, during the late 1930s, anti-Semitism in Hungary increased. In 1940 Hitler forced Romania to return the northern half of Transylvania to Hungary. The boundaries were again redrawn and Cluj became Hungarian Kolozsvár once more. In the administrative and cultural upheaval all the main institutions changed hands. The Romanian ‘liceu’ became the Hungarian ‘gymnasium’ – although still in the same building – and Ligeti suddenly found himself having to take his final school examinations in Hungarian instead of Romanian. The Romanian staff of the University and Conservatory were replaced with Hungarians, and the policy of the orchestra, now infiltrated with musicians from Budapest, became notably nationalistic. With two classmates, Ligeti had been receiving private maths lessons from an elderly Communist, Professor Antal, who had been forced to leave Budapest but had a reputation as a ‘maverick genius … able to explain the whole architecture of mathematics’. After Germany and Russia jointly invaded Poland, Antal proffered excuses which neither Ligeti nor his father could stomach, despite their own commitment to the left. Ligeti stopped his lessons and was angrily ‘excommunicated’. Anxiously his father spent his evenings and into the night glued to the radio, regarding the BBC World Service as the only source of truth. In 1941 Hungary entered the war as an ally of Germany, and Budapest became a target for bombs. But, for a couple of years, life in Kolozsvár continued without undue disruption and Ligeti was able to compose energetically. 


 Two years earlier, aged sixteen, he had bought a musical sketchbook, the first of forty-eight sketchbooks filled between 1939 and 1952 which are now deposited with the majority of Ligeti’s surviving manuscripts in the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basle. Measuring twelve by sixteen centimetres and containing fifty pages each printed with eight staves, it could easily fit in a pocket. On the first page we see what is probably Ligeti’s earliest surviving composition (see p.13). But it is not the string quartet it appears to be. Turn the page, and the mellifluous E minor opening broadens into an orchestral piece scored for double woodwind, two horns and strings, despite there being only eight staves to fit them on. The music breaks off after a few more bars. When Ligeti entered the Kolozsvár Conservatory in 1941, he used some of these books for his harmony and counterpoint exercises; but most are full of such beginnings, lists, notes, aide-memoires, sometimes complete compositions, entered in profusion. Their precocity reminds one of the Brontë children’s notebooks, although happily less minuscule. Ligeti still planned to be a scientist, but the sketchbooks suggest that he was thinking music for a large part of every day.


Perhaps the orchestral fragment was continued on larger paper. Inspired by hearing broadcasts of Wagner as well as Strauss, Ligeti began a four-movement symphony – his first and last – completing its opening movement in 1939 and an Andante in 1940. During two summers spent with relations in the peaceful country town of Târgu-Mureş, he worked alternately on planimetric constructions for his school geography and on the symphony, spreading the pages on gravestones in the local cemetery. None of them survives, but there still exists a Sonatina for string quartet, a relatively substantial composition, complete except for its final pages. Also in E minor, the smudged and frayed fair copy bears two annotations – ‘composed 1938–1939’ and ‘Ligeti Gheorge, 30 March 1940’ written in another hand – suggesting that Ligeti may have revised it to present as evidence of what he could do. Competent but unremarkable, its ideas succeed each other rapidly and there are frequent changes of tempo – a common fault of student pieces, although arguably a positive characteristic of Ligeti’s later music. Ove Nordwall, the Swedish musicologist, goes so far as to assert that the Sonatina ‘shows an amazing similarity to the “real” String Quartet no. 1, Métamorphoses nocturnes’.13
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Ex. 2 Final section of Little Piano Pieces (1939–41)








Whilst still at school, Ligeti composed a set of six Little Piano Pieces (Kis zongorádarabok) of more evident individuality. In ‘Modern Prelude’ he attempts some bold modulations. ‘Christmas Carol’ has charming melodies. In ‘Hora’ (Dance) he experiments with two simultaneous key signatures. ‘Grotesque’ contains sudden contrasts, beginning with a softly repeated cluster of six semitones spread over two octaves. ‘Elmélyülés’ (Meditation) is tonally adventurous in a different way. Its last thirteen bars have real beauty, their confident use of enharmonic modulation revealing an affection for early nineteenth-century style that has remained significant. Romantic sensibility also belongs to a projected orchestral treatment of Goethe’s Wanderers Nachtlied that appears in two of the sketchbooks, the first dated 29 December 1941. The fragment begins like Weber or Bruckner, with an atmospheric string tremolando played muted and sul ponticello on an open fifth, against which a solo trumpet sports an arresting motif in sequential tritones. 
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Ex. 3 Kineret (1941), Ligeti’s first published composition








At the age of seventeen, standing in for a member of an amateur orchestra who had left for the war, Ligeti began to play the timpani. Around this time he heard the music of Bartók and Kodály in concert performances, and Stravinsky on the radio – but only Petrouchka. In 1941 he had a short composition published, a song for mezzo-soprano with piano accompaniment called Kineret (Galilee), which had won first prize in a competition arranged by a Jewish organisation in Budapest. It was printed alongside pieces by six other Jewish composers in a collection called The Ararat Songs – an example of the cultural segregation now imposed upon the Jews. Editor of the set was Bence Szabolcsi who, after the war, became Professor of Music History at the Franz Liszt Academy in Budapest. Ligeti’s contribution has a studied seriousness. The words are set in parlando manner above tonally disjunct consonant chords: dignified, but rather slavishly in root position (only one chord in the whole song is not). Despite this public success, it still had not occurred to Ligeti to pursue a career as a composer.


After taking his final school examinations in 1941, Ligeti sat the entrance examinations in physics and mathematics at the University of Kolozsvár. But passing them did not gain him admission. Due to the restrictions, only one Jew could be admitted in natural sciences, and another candidate had been selected. Like his father, but now for different reasons, Ligeti was unable to pursue the career he wanted. Considering whether to go to a music conservatory instead, he assembled some of his compositions and posted them to the distinguished Antal Molnár (1890–1983), Professor of Music Theory in Budapest. Lean and improperly tall, Molnár was a magnificent teacher and writer of the most informative books in Hungarian about modern music. In reply to Ligeti’s request for advice, he was kindly and considerate. He warned Ligeti of the difficulty of earning a living by composition but added that ‘if you really want to be a composer, I cannot prevent you’. After deliberations at home, it was agreed that Gyuri should apply for entrance – not, however, to the Music Academy in Budapest, since this famous institution had also virtually closed its doors to Jews. The Kolozsvár Conservatory was subject to the same regulations, but its director, Viktor Vaszy, chose not to apply them. Much to his surprise, Ligeti was accepted into the composition and theory classes. His formal knowledge was minimal, and he was admitted on the strength of the aural examination and because he had already composed so much. His portfolio included a Little Piano Trio in two movements for violin, cello and piano, which was included in a concert soon after he joined the Conservatory, played by Ligeti himself and two students – his first composition to be performed in public. The survival of a viola part replacing the cello suggests that it was played on a further occasion with Gábor on the viola, to which he had recently transferred hoping to get a place in a string quartet. The piano part cannot have taxed Ligeti’s technique but the music reveals his nascent contrapuntal bent, the opening Andante boasting a four-voice canon in which the parts enter on successive beats.


The vitality of the Kolozsvár Conservatory was admirable. Here, between 1941 and 1943, Ligeti studied with Ferenc Farkas (1905–2000), a pupil of Respighi and an excellent if conservative teacher whose models were Mozart’s sonata and rondo forms and Bach chorales. From Respighi Farkas had acquired his practical knowledge of instrumentation. Farkas was a strict harmony teacher who emphasised correct voice-leading and covered Ligeti’s exercises with red pencil: he had to rework them until there were no more corrections. He soon became adept at imitating Mozart, Bach and Couperin. But perhaps it was detrimental to his development that he lacked rivals amongst his peers, ‘emulation being the main trigger for professional quality’.14 On his own initiative he began to investigate Stravinsky and Hindemith. During a visit to Budapest, he purchased Hindemith’s treatise, The Craft of Musical Composition,15 and worked through all its exercises. At the Conservatory he sang in numerous choirs and extended his knowledge of Bartók through hearing works like the Divertimento and Second Violin Concerto. These were performed by the Kolozsvár Symphony Orchestra under Viktor Vaszy, who, although director of the Conservatory was also, in Ligeti’s view, Hungary’s best conductor. The playing of Bartók’s String Quartet no. 2 by the Waldbauer Quartet was an even greater revelation.


To advance as a composer, Ligeti thought that he needed more practical experience. So, alongside the piano, he began to study the organ – practising hard and getting as far as Bach’s Trio Sonata no. 1 before war intervened – and the cello, aware of the value of learning from the inside how to write for strings. He borrowed a cello from a school friend and for half a year received formal lessons. Meanwhile, he was taking parallel courses in mathematics and physics at a private academy whose teachers contributed their services free of charge for those who had been prevented from entering the university. He worked so relentlessly that, to keep going on only four or five hours’ sleep, he resorted to performance-enhancing drugs. But the incessant expenditure of energy, with its nervous as well as physical stress, caused a breakdown. His parents misunderstood its causes and at their behest, during 1942 and 1943, Ligeti travelled occasionally to Budapest to receive psychiatric treatment. Characteristically, he put these visits to advantage by arranging additional private composition lessons from Pál Kadosa. Apart from his international status as a composer, Kadosa was a pianist noted for his Bartók performances. His discerning analyses, although applied to classical models, sharpened the insights Ligeti would apply to his own analyses of Boulez and the Western avant-garde. Years later, when Ligeti had settled into his seventeen years of teaching at the Hochschule für Musik in Hamburg, he too focused predominantly on the classical repertoire.


Love and survival


In 1943 Ligeti met the girl who, after the war, would become his first wife. Brigitte Löw was the daughter of a German businessman living in Kolozsvár. Gyuri began to visit their house where, gathered around the piano with a few friends, they would sing through accompanied and unaccompanied choruses, including compositions of his own as well as classics of the choral repertory like the Mozart Requiem and Bach Passions. Inspired by such examples, and stimulated by the company, he was composing avidly. Early in 1944, he began a cantata for mezzo-soprano, double chorus and chamber orchestra, to an unwittingly symbolic Latin text, Tenebrae factae sunt (Darkness descended), the fifth of the Tenebrae Responses for Good Friday. He had composed only one movement for unaccompanied chorus, adding the date 19–20 January, when he had to put the score aside.


By now, the impact of the war had escalated alarmingly. The majority of young men had been called up to fight the Soviet army on the Ukrainian front, most of them never to return. Just after 20 January Ligeti received a mobilisation telegram ordering him to report in less than twenty-four hours to a Jewish labour battalion in Szeged, a handsome historic city significant for being the largest agrarian centre in the plains south-east of Budapest. It was a turning point in his life. Immediately he was put to work in the army grain silos. He and his fellow Jews wore no uniforms and were identified only by yellow armbands. A few weeks later German intelligence discovered the Hungarian government to have been in secret negotiation with the Allies. On 19 March German troops invaded the country, the government was replaced by pro-Nazis, and there began a systematic campaign to eliminate the Jews. Thousands were deported daily, mostly to Auschwitz where, in forty-six days during the summer of 1944, between 250,000 and 300,000 Hungarian Jews were exterminated.16 The Jewish labourers at Szeged were sent to the copper mines in Serbia where, after months of arduous work, they were mercilessly shot by the SS.


Ligeti himself was exceptionally lucky, as he realised only after the war. Before the end of March he and a handful of comrades were detached from the rest of the company and transferred to the fortress city of Nagyvárad, east of Budapest. Billeted in the ghetto, he witnessed the brutal eviction of Jewish families. At the end of May came the awful news that his own family had been taken from Kolozsvár. Their fate he learnt after the war, when the Swiss Red Cross published lists of victims. His father, mother and younger brother were deported to Auschwitz. From there his father was taken to Buchenwald, then to Bergen-Belsen where he died from typhus fever. Gábor was removed to Mauthausen concentration camp and killed there by the Nazis in 1945 at the age of seventeen by an injection in his heart. The aunt and uncle from Dicsőszentmárton of whom Ligeti had been especially fond were also murdered in Auschwitz. Only his mother survived the Holocaust, because she had been useful as a doctor.


The attack on the Jews was accompanied by a vicious imposition of censorship. In the summer of 1944 half a million books were destroyed as libraries were ‘cleansed’ of undesirable books, including the works of Heine, Proust, Zola and Hungarian Jewish writers. But, despite its terrible impact, the Nazi occupation was comparatively short-lived. During a spectacularly successful Russian offensive in the summer of 1944, Romania capitulated and by September, the Russians had advanced their front line close to Nagyvárad. Ligeti was now involved in unloading munitions trains some distance from the city, a hazardous operation since they were regularly bombarded. But there was an atmosphere of surrealistic fatalism. ‘The real danger, the Soviet air raids on the munitions trains, we thought not at all alarming. We weren’t living in reality. Since the abduction of our families, life and death had become much the same. If you died, you died; if by chance you lived, then you lived.’17 On 10 October, in the chaos following a German counter-attack, he and some companions found themselves unguarded. Treated as slave labour by the Germans, they were unlikely to fare better under the Soviets. Four times during the next ten days Ligeti was taken prisoner by Russian troops, each time regaining his freedom in the general confusion. On one occasion a German and Russian fighter pilot simultaneously shot each other down, both planes exploding in the air above. As his captors took cover in one direction, Ligeti ran off in the other. His final escape was bizarrely Chaplinesque. He and other prisoners were being marched under guard back to Nagyvárad, now under Soviet control. At a crossroads, the motley column was unexpectedly split in two as a convoy of Russian tanks thundered past at right angles. At the front of the column, Ligeti and his group continued to march forward until they could disappear into the surrounding streets. Chance had again saved him. Had he remained a Soviet prisoner, he would almost certainly have been sent to Siberia.


Instead, he spent the next fortnight walking back to Kolozsvár, now also occupied by the Russians. The city was in a mess and his parents’ apartment occupied by strangers. All his family had disappeared. His only remaining close friend was Brigitte, who was now studying as a medical student. Their relationship deepened and they began to talk of marriage. But Brigitte’s father was opposed. Although German, he was emphatically anti-Nazi; but he was also a practical businessman who no more wanted his daughter to wed an impecunious musician than could Friedrich Wieck approve his daughter’s marriage to Robert Schumann. Ligeti returned to composition, adding to his unfinished cantata two movements for voices and instruments, completing the work on 20 January 1945, almost a year to the day after he had started it. Having finished the cantata, he wrote a short unaccompanied piece for chorus, Dereng már a hajnal (Early come the summer) which gained the distinction of being published in Kolozsvár, then in Budapest, and (in 1947, with an English translation) by the Workers’ Music Association in London. In mid-March he composed a second Latin cantata, on the text Venit angelus Domini, descendit de caelo, adding next to its completion date the words ‘A hazatéröké’ (For the returned). Brigitte was the dedicatee of several of these pieces, including a Bartókian Little Serenade for string orchestra in four movements, completed in December 1945 and reworked two years later for string quartet. Its opening pitches of B flat and C spell ‘Bici’, a diminutive form of Brigitte.


Meeting Kurtág


Being now allied to Russia, Romania regained Transylvania and Kolozsvár again became Cluj. Little over a year after Ligeti had been drafted by the Hungarian military, the Romanian army called him up to fight on the opposite side against Hungary and Germany. Mercifully he succumbed to a tubercular infection, spending three months in hospital, and by the time he was discharged, the war was over. His mother returned and took up work in a clinic in the city. But for Ligeti himself, there was at last the possibility of entering the Franz Liszt Academy in Budapest as a full-time music student. Also sitting the entrance examination for Sándor Veress’s composition class in September 1945 was György Kurtág. Born in 1926, Kurtág came from Lugoj, a small town near the Romanian–Yugoslav border, and had been educated in nearby Timisoara, the main city of another former Hungarian territory ceded to Romania in 1920. Ligeti and Kurtág were both from Jewish-Hungarian families with left-wing but non-Communist views; although because of the boundary changes they were now regarded as Romanians. Forty years later, Ligeti recalled how an immediate and spontaneous friendship arose between the two young composers:




… during the half-hour in which we waited with palpitating hearts to be called from the art-nouveau corridors of the Academy into the examination room. I felt that I had found in him a musical brother and companion with whom I could set out in search of a new musical style. I liked Kurtág’s shyness, his rather introverted character and his absolute lack of arrogance and vanity: he was simple, intelligent and honest. He later told me that, for his part, he had taken me for a Protestant Ministry student, which made us both laugh: I think he interpreted my provincial shyness as religious zeal and strictness, indeed very different from my real self. 18





Ligeti and Kurtág had a common bond in that each had illegally crossed the border in order to reach Budapest. They were typical young intellectuals, opposed to the Hungarian right and enthused by post-war socialist idealism. Besides the attraction of its fine conservatory – probably the best in south-eastern Europe – whose rich tradition stretched back to Liszt, there was the added allure of the imminent return to Budapest of Béla Bartók, who was due to arrive from New York in the autumn of 1945 to reoccupy his professorship. Neither of them had met Bartók in the pre-war years, but their admiration bordered on devotion. Alas, their eagerness was to be disappointed:




We could hardly wait for the day when we would see and hear him in person. Imagine our despair when, on the day of the entrance examination, we saw the black flag flying over the Music Academy: on that day, the message of Bartók’s death in New York at the age of sixty-four had been received. The great joy of being admitted to the composition class at the Academy was overshadowed by the bitterness we felt at the irretrievable loss of our spiritual father.19








Sándor Veress (1907–92), however, was one of the most distinguished composers of the generation following Bartók and Kodály and an inspiring teacher, if less for his attention to technical detail than for his aesthetic and moral leadership. He was, says Ligeti, ‘full of noblesse, a wonderful person’. But he was frequently away, lecturing at conferences abroad (making the most of possessing a passport), and left Hungary for good at the end of 1948 to settle in Berne, where he became the teacher of Heinz Holliger and Jürg Wyttenbach. Following Veress’s departure, Ligeti completed his studies with Pál Járdányi and again with Ferenc Farkas, after Farkas was appointed to the Budapest Academy as Professor of Composition. In the idealistic aftermath of the war, Ligeti was urged to join the Communist party both by Veress and by Endre Svervanszky, an older composer much admired by the young. But he distrusted herd behaviour and resolutely declined.


Post-war Budapest


When Ligeti entered the Academy at the age of twenty-two, only a few months after the war had ended, three quarters of the city was in ruins. Its inhabitants had suffered most terrible hardships. Many were dead. The thin post-war newspapers printed long columns of small ads, mostly from members of families looking for each other. It was almost impossible to find a room or even a bed in which to sleep. Scarcely a single unbroken glass window remained in the city and, as there was virtually no fuel for heating, the bitter cold of winter penetrated everywhere. There was also a serious shortage of food. Ligeti managed to find accommodation in a suburban apartment that had not been totally destroyed. His home was a mattress, without blanket or quilt, occupying two square metres in the kitchen. He had no piano, but it was unusual to have any sort of room to oneself. György and Márta Kurtág, newly married, shared one small bedsit in which they also crammed an upright piano. In the apartment where Ligeti lived, Russian soldiers were also billeted, whose left-over scraps supplemented his meagre diet. Since there was no soap, he went unwashed for weeks. Nor, at first, was there any public transport. But, having walked to the Academy, students benefited from a daily free meal of pulses provided by the American and Scandinavian aid organisations. One could also take food from the University and warm it up in the evening, except that the distance between Academy and University made it impractical.


The cultural life of Budapest had suffered from the agonising loss of around two thirds of its Jewish inhabitants, exterminated by the Nazis and by the Hungarian ‘arrow cross’ mobs. Despite these horrors and the many hardships, artistic activity bubbled up again with a tremendous fervour. Leo Weiner ran his celebrated course in chamber music. Erich Kleiber and Leonard Bernstein conducted symphony concerts. Even before the final liberation of Hungary, the Budapest Opera had reopened. An early production was of Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes just a year after its premiere, and around the same time Ligeti heard a broadcast of the Spring Symphony. In 1947 Klemperer became conductor of the Opera, augmenting the Budapest company with fine Italian singers from La Scala, Milan. For a short period Ligeti could hear live the music of Stravinsky: The Firebird in concert, Petrouchka staged. The Rite of Spring he heard only on the radio and only in part, before all Stravinsky performances were forbidden by the Communists. Up to 1947 there was no censorship, except that it was forbidden to publish anything about Soviet army atrocities during the last months of the war, including its abduction of young men (who might have included Ligeti) for hard labour in the Soviet Union. The only evidence of occupation was the presence of the victorious army which had liberated the city. There was no overt repression, instead an intoxicating resurgence of intellectual energy.




The end of the war, and with it of the Nazi dictatorship, released an unprecedented pent-up energy and vigour, which found expression in a suddenly flourishing artistic and intellectual life. In those days we were totally unaware that the new dictatorship, the communist Stalinist police and military regime, was not any better than that of the Nazis, and would soon put an end to the freedom of art and culture … Both Kurtág and I were very much attracted to and subsequently influenced by this intense artistic life. Despite the terrible experience of the Nazi era, we were both filled with youthful optimism and hope for the future. We both felt strongly drawn to Bartók’s style and saw our musical future in the development of a modern, chromatic-modal idiom, which would be international and yet reflect our Hungarian roots.20





During this short period of artistic freedom nearly all Bartók’s major works were performed. In December 1945 The Miraculous Mandarin received its first Hungarian staging at the Opera, twenty-six years after Bartók had completed it.21 The Sándor Végh Quartet presented all six of Bartók’s quartets in a series spread over two winters. But, although Ligeti knew the quartets from their scores and particularly admired the fourth, he missed most of the performances. Due to the shortage of fuel, the Conservatory, like other buildings, lacked adequate heat. During the winter living conditions in Budapest were spartan and Ligeti travelled to and from Romania as often as he could, crossing the border illegally on foot. In Cluj lived his mother, and Brigitte whom he had promised to marry. There he could earn money giving mathematics lessons, as he had done before the war. Back in Budapest, he secluded himself in the library of the Academy, where it was sometimes warm, both to compose and work on assignments. He didn’t read the newspapers. It was enough to have survived the Nazi dictatorship. Communism might create a better system, although there was little direct evidence to judge it by. From 1945 to 1948 Hungary was governed by a democratic coalition of four parties including the Communists. From the outset, however, the Communists controlled the Ministry of the Interior and therefore the police. Behind the scenes they were secretly manoeuvring and political victimisation had begun. What seemed to be left-wing idealism was turning into fascism. Elated by their post-war hopes most people did not notice. They would soon find out.


Living under Communism


Ligeti spent part of 1947 attempting to regain his Hungarian citizenship. Because he was now officially a Romanian, his residence in Budapest was illegal. Grappling with the tangled bureaucracy, he eventually received his citizenship but no passport. Soon it was impossible to cross the border except on official business. The Romanian guards used trained dogs and shot without warning. Throughout 1948 Stalinism tightened its grip, and the Soviets began to establish a dictatorship. Non-Communist deputies in the Hungarian National Assembly were forced either to unite with the Communists or be imprisoned. Basic freedoms disappeared again, communications with the West were obstructed and cultural activities emasculated. In denying modern art, the Communist officials removed from the Budapest Museum of Art not only Picasso (despite the painter’s membership of the French Communist party) but also the fine collection of French and Hungarian Impressionists. Books vanished; foreign-language classics, like Don Quixote and that subversive political activist Winnie-the-Pooh, were taken from the libraries and bookshops and pulped.22 The music of Debussy, Ravel, Britten, Schoenberg and Stravinsky – who, for Ligeti, most embodied his idea of modernism – was now completely banned. Even the Bartók string quartets were forbidden; only his most straightforward works – the Concerto for Orchestra, Third Piano Concerto and folk-song transcriptions – could be performed. These repressive measures emanated from the All Union Congress of Composers held in Moscow in January 1948, at which Stalin’s spokesman Andrei Zhdanov announced a policy designed to rid music and culture of all degenerate and Western influences. This was the fateful occasion when Khachaturian, Prokofiev, Shostakovich and other Russian composers were publicly reprimanded for their ‘formalism’, Prokofiev’s entire output being condemned as ‘alien to the Soviet people’. The endorsement of the Zhdanov principles in a manifesto prepared by the East German composer Hanns Eisler, and presented to the Second International Congress of Composers held in Prague in May 1948, ensured their rapid spread throughout the Eastern bloc.


In February 1948 Ligeti handed his teacher Sándor Veress the newspaper reporting the Zhdanov resolution and its application in Hungary. Veress said nothing, but two weeks later he had gone. That summer, before the onset of the restrictions, Ligeti and another student, Erzsébet Szönyi, a protégé of Kodály, were offered stipends to enable them to spend, in succession, their final year of study at the Paris Conservatory. Ligeti’s former teacher Ferenc Farkas, from whom he felt he still had things to learn, had just joined the Academy, so Ligeti proposed that Erzsébet should go first. Soon after it became clear that the possibility of following her existed no more. It had never occurred to him that the borders would be closed and there would be no way out. ‘I was stupid. I should have gone to Paris and not come back.’


Had Ligeti with his left-wing leanings succumbed to the massive propaganda, his first major composition, Cantata for a Youth Festival, might have set in chain a series of ideological pieces. He started it innocently enough in the middle of 1948, intending it to be his final graduation piece from the Academy. When an International Youth Festival was announced to take place in the summer of 1949, Ligeti was encouraged to have the cantata premiered at the festival. He was by now a relatively prominent twenty-five-year-old student soon to be appointed president of the Academy’s student association. Péter Kuczka, a successful young poet fêted by the Communists and a friend of Ligeti, provided a text containing routine pro-Soviet platitudes but also extolling peace and freedom. Ligeti warmed to the task, writing a substantial three-movement work boasting a joyful Handelian fugue.


In the autumn of 1948 the political situation seriously worsened. Cardinal Mindszenty, head of the Roman Catholic church in Hungary, was arrested and accused of hiding American dollars (planted by the secret police in his apartment), it being illegal to possess foreign money. In January the Cardinal was tried and sentenced to life imprisonment. A few weeks later, as Budapest’s Catholics came under attack, Ligeti was summoned and told to identify active Catholic students in the Academy. He was to return in a week and provide nine names. To refuse on the spot would have been fatal, but he did not go back, with or without nine names, and decided immediately to resign his post as student president. The forthcoming performance of the cantata, about whose text and style he now felt thoroughly uncomfortable, filled him with apprehension. But he was already lucky to have escaped punishment, and was warned that he could not withdraw it.


Despite the relative glamour of the cantata’s premiere in Budapest’s State Opera House, Ligeti was determined to distance himself from the universally imposed Socialist Realism. It was a time of extreme anxiety. During the summer of 1949 thousands of ‘true Communists’ were accused of absurd crimes and found guilty in show trials. Many were killed or disappeared in prisons and in camps, among them some of Ligeti’s close friends. Encouraged by Farkas, he still continued his efforts to write a simpler, fundamentally popular music, neither dissonant nor chromatic, not realising the futility of compromise. By turning to classical Hungarian authors and drawing on traditional folklore, he hoped to avoid setting propagandist texts. Almost immediately, however, Ligeti was instructed to compose a new cantata praising the Hungarian dictator, Mátyás Rákosi. Refusal would have been disastrous; but the directive coincided with the offer of a scholarship to study folk music in Romania. It was a lifeline proffered at an opportune moment. Ligeti left Budapest, and when he returned nearly a year later, the Rákosi proposal had been forgotten. 


Retreat into folklore


Like all students at the Academy, Ligeti had followed an obligatory foundation course in Hungarian folk music, as laid down by Kodály. The award of a scholarship meant that he could continue this research at the Folklore Institute in Bucharest, and then at a similar institute in Cluj and in the countryside nearby. The Hungarian ambassador in Bucharest, Jenő Széll,23 happened to be a good friend and arranged a visa and passport valid for Romania. In October 1949 Ligeti travelled legally from Budapest to Cluj for the first time since the war. There he saw his mother, and Brigitte and he were married. The next day he boarded the train for Bucharest. Misunderstanding his financial resources, the embassy booked him into an expensive hotel for Western visitors. Half his scholarship money spent in a single night, the following day ‘the nice people at the embassy made a bed for me in the ambassador’s bathtub’. Although safely removed from the Hungarian capital during one of the bleakest periods of political and cultural oppression, in Romania things were worse and there was precious little to eat. Nevertheless, for some ten weeks during the autumn of 1949, Ligeti immersed himself in the Bucharest Institute, exploring its collection both notated and recorded, and learning to transcribe from cylinders under the guidance of an excellent folklorist Emilia Comişel. His account of this experience, published in the Hungarian journal Új Zenei Szemle (New Music Review),24 shows how readily Ligeti succumbed to its charm:




The Bucharest Institute is, for a musician, an unbelievable paradise. One part is situated in a two-storey villa. On the ground floor we find a small vestibule. From here, open: the library, and the collection of phonograph rolls (which occupies two rooms – in the one, transcribers are at work, in the other, graduates undertake scientific tasks), the record library (this is a large hall with a powerful radio-phonograph and chairs for the audience) and the laboratory, where recordings are prepared (with electronic record-cutting equipment) – in the same place there is also a workshop for repairing phonographs. The office, one part of the library and the director’s flat as well as that of his deputy are on the first floor. A couple of houses down, in a separate building, the folk orchestra of the Institute holds its rehearsals, near enough for them to stay in contact with the main building, but far enough away so that the music coming through does not disturb the work of the transcriber.


Their collection is immense. The Institute has twelve thousand phonograph rolls with more than thirty-five thousand tunes. They have realised the collecting method desired by Bartók: musician, linguist, dancer, sociologist, even the film-maker participates in collection gathering. Folk music is not collected separately from other manifestations of folk life, but is studied together with the customs pertaining to it.25





In January 1950 when Ligeti wrote this, he little realised that the Institute had been founded and much of the archive collected and organised by Constantin Brăiloiu (1893–1958), one of the most important of the ethnomusicologists who had worked closely with Bartók. Like Veress, Brăiloiu had fled to Switzerland in 1948, before settling in France, and his name had been deleted from the records. Emilia Comişel would eventually write and publish Brăiloiu’s biography, but not for another thirty-five years.


At the end of December 1949, Ligeti joined a group of ethnomusicologists led by Mircea Chiriac on a two-week expedition to Covásint, near the city of Ared, where they listened to village string players performing elaborate heterophony. The researchers lacked recording apparatus, an impediment to notating such music, but Ligeti was fascinated by its polyphonic and harmonic characteristics, which he analysed in a second article, written first in Romanian and later published in Hungarian in the Kodály Festschrift Musicological Studies I.26 In it he observes how the harmonic clashes arising out of hetero-phonic divergence (that is, from simultaneous variants of a single melody), as well as from chords changing out of step with their melodies, ‘explain some characteristics in Bartók’s use of dissonance’. Following the fortnight in Covásint, in January 1950 he moved to the Folklore Institute in Cluj, working under the guidance of János Jagamas. With a few colleagues, they would occasionally take the train for two or three days of ‘field research’ in different villages. Lacking wax cylinders and there being as yet no tape recorders, they had to transcribe by ear.


For nearly eight months Ligeti and Brigitte could live together, albeit in a tiny room shared with ‘hundreds of bugs’. But the time was all too short. In August 1950 when the scholarship expired, Ligeti returned to Budapest. Although now his wife, Brigitte had also become a Romanian national and could not accompany him. Had he considered her more important than his studies, he might have stayed in Cluj. But he was ‘egotistical and preferred to go to Budapest’. It took Brigitte a year to obtain papers allowing her to join him. 


In Budapest the propagandist cantata had been forgotten, but a task was awaiting which Ligeti did not want. Kodály, who knew Ligeti and was aware of his recent folklore studies, conceived the idea that Ligeti should join the Academy of Sciences to help edit the ongoing publication of the large folk-music collection of Bartók, Kodály and others. Although retired from teaching, Kodály was still supervising this huge project, and invited Ligeti to his house to offer him a paid position. Ligeti was aghast and tried every ploy to extricate himself. ‘He was not the right person for the work of transcription, had insufficient patience, was no solfège genius, no “insect-collector”. He wanted to compose – and to subsist he needed a post teaching music theory.’27 Kodály argued that without such meticulous work one could never be a composer, but Ligeti was adamant. In fact, transcription was an onerous responsibility since, after five to eight playings, the wax cylinders became unusable. Working voluntarily at the Museum of Ethnography, Ligeti had already destroyed some recordings and felt, with justification, that he did not have the right temperament. Kodály was displeased but, to his credit, harboured no resentment. Instead he helped Ligeti secure the position as teacher of theory, harmony and counterpoint at the Franz Liszt Academy which he assumed a month later, in September 1950.


The folk music of Romania and Hungary, together with the music of Bartók and what he knew of Stravinsky, provided a natural foundation for Ligeti’s own compositions; but both Bartók and Stravinsky were now suspect influences. Fortunately, an entirely different music beckoned, the uncensored domain of Renaissance polyphony, whose central position in the Academy’s theory courses was due to Kodály. Kodály was friendly with the Danish musicologist Knud Jeppesen, whose widely admired book on sixteenth-century counterpoint was a required text.28 Thus the contrapuntal glories of Palestrina and other Renaissance masters, which Ligeti studied and then taught to his own students, became a profound and lasting influence. Later, Ockeghem’s mensuration canons provided a model for his own polyrhythmic polyphony, particularly Ockeghem’s ability to generate new contrapuntal lines at the moment when others reached their climax.


Although to some extent a ‘wonderful island’, the Academy was affected by the insecurity and tensions experienced throughout Hungary. It was the worst period of the dictatorship with some ten thousand people in jail and hundreds executed by hanging. Everyone was branded friend or foe. Following his appointment, Ligeti was regarded with deep suspicion by Antal Molnár, who had now become Dean. An implacable anti-Nazi and anti-Communist, Molnár was convinced that so young a tutor, who hadn’t even taken his diploma, must be a stooge of the secret police, unaware that Ligeti owed his job to Kodály. At the forthcoming examinations which Molnár attended as Dean, he decided to put Ligeti’s competence to the test. Whilst his students played harmony exercises at the keyboard, their teacher’s ability to hear remote modulations and correct faulty inner voice-leading (i.e. consecutive fifths, falling leading notes, augmented seconds) was monitored by a panel headed by Molnár. Fortunately, Ligeti’s sharp ear enabled him to make correct judgements, and Molnár quickly changed his attitude, becoming a close friend and mentor. His insight into the work of composers engaged in the dissolution of tonality – giants like Schoenberg, Milhaud and Varèse – was unrivalled in Hungary. The following year, after taking exams in Hungarian music history, orchestration and score-reading, Ligeti was awarded his diploma. But it was qualified. He could score-read at the piano but was abysmal at transposition. With his students he was instantly popular, his clarity and wit compensating for a ready application of red pencil to their counterpoint exercises.


As a young tutor, Ligeti admired another older colleague, the conductor and musicologist Lajos Bárdos (1899–1986). Bárdos was a conservative Christian whose circle represented for Ligeti a safe haven. He was a superb theoretician of functional harmony, whose Bach analyses were particularly probing. Ligeti took the unusual step of attending his colleague’s lectures, and later acknowledged Bárdos’s help and advice in the prefaces to his own two harmony textbooks. From Ferenc Farkas he learnt something different. Frequently in the early 1950s he assisted his composition teacher in the film studios, where Farkas exercised his technical skill with great efficiency. Ligeti timed the sequences, for which Farkas would compose music on the spot, his pupil helping to check and correct the material for the waiting musicians to record at sight. It was a revealing initiation, which convinced Ligeti never to get involved himself as a composer in what, even then, he regarded as artistic ‘prostitution’. 


An acute dilemma


Meanwhile there were developments in Ligeti’s personal affairs. Towards the end of 1951 Brigitte arrived in Budapest to join him, but during the previous twelve months of further separation their love had cooled. The following spring they agreed to divorce. In Budapest Ligeti had established a different life and made new friends. The closest was a young psychologist, Veronika (Vera) Spitz, whose father had been killed in Buchenwald and whose mother worked as a bookkeeper for a state company in Budapest.


Although Vera had entered the University of Budapest in 1948 to study psychology, she was obliged to transfer to Hungarian language and literature after the course in psychology was abolished. In Soviet minds psychology ‘did not exist’, having been replaced by Marxist pedagogy. Vera was fortunate even to be able to complete her degree. In 1951 the Communists formulated a policy of social categorisation which threatened anyone who in person, or whose family, had played a significant role in Hungarian affairs during the pre-war Nationalist dictatorship. State employers, managers and entrepreneurs under the previous regime were now suspect. Beginning in 1951 and accelerating in 1952, the Communists began to deport from Budapest those they considered ‘unreliable’. In registers at schools and places of work the population was divided into four categories: workers (the best category), peasants, intellectuals, and those due to be expelled. Panic spread through the city until people discovered the meaning of the categories; then only those in the last category had reason to fear. Friends told Ligeti that they had seen his name in the third category, but Vera, her mother and grandmother listed in the fourth. Before the war Vera’s father had managed a large granary mill. Consequently, despite his having been murdered by the Nazis, the family was deemed to be bourgeois. At any moment they would be evicted and sent into the countryside to do forced labour, along with 150,000 others expelled from Budapest. It was ‘bureaucratic stupidity’, says Ligeti, ‘deportation without trial, dependent on your ancestry’. But there was a reason. Since the war, the Communists had prioritised the rebuilding of bridges, essential infrastructure and heavy industry, rather than living accommodation. Nevertheless they wanted apartments for the new elite, many of whom were arriving from the provinces. Hence the requisitions. But, if one member of a threatened family was officially ‘needed’ in Budapest the whole family could stay. Ligeti asked at the Academy whether he was ‘needed’ and was told that he was.


The first evictions in 1951 were of families occupying the best flats. By the spring of 1952 Vera knew that their turn was near. Many of their acquaintances had already gone, woken in the early hours and given an hour to pack. ‘We could not sleep,’ says Ligeti. ‘Even today I wake at 4 a.m. – it’s ingrained in me.’ Driven to a remote country village, the deportees were billeted with resentful and hostile peasants, forbidden to travel, denied telephone or mail, forced into physical work, whether child, adult or aged. Were Ligeti to marry Vera, she and her family would qualify for exemption as his dependants. Pondering this situation, a bizarre sequence of events precipitated a decision.


Ligeti had exhausted his voice through teaching large classes for twenty-four hours a week, and had been advised by his doctor to take a recuperative holiday in the warmer climate beside the Black Sea. Since only collective travel was allowed, the secretary of the Academy asked the Ministry of Education to place Ligeti in a group due to visit the Bulgarian coast. Through an administrative error, however, he found himself in July 1952 joining a party of seventy-five factory workers bound for the Baltic. This might not improve his larynx, he thought, but it was still the sea, which he had never seen; indeed, he had not yet travelled beyond Romania and Hungary. Their route took them through East Berlin, from which performer friends like Márta Kurtág had returned bringing information. Ligeti knew, for instance, that only some passports were checked on the subway trains that ran between all four sectors of the city. The S-bahn was a recognised route for refugees – the Wall had not yet been built – and he began to consider escape. Changing trains in the Berlin suburbs, the party was marshalled by the Stasi secret police, but on the Baltic they were left more to themselves. Ligeti and the three comrades in his dormitory discussed the possibility. They would all ‘visit’ West Berlin.


Returning through East Berlin, the miners were accommodated for two days in a large hotel, their time split between organised sightseeing and the ‘honour’ of contributing half a day’s labour to the huge building project of East Berlin’s first new boulevard, Stalinallee. Both the Hungarian secret police and the Stasi were exceptionally nice, says Ligeti (‘maybe they also hated the regime’), but they shepherded the party everywhere and counted heads meticulously. On the second day, however, whilst dividing the group into two, Ligeti was inexplicably overlooked.




It was 2 o’clock in the afternoon and I was asleep in my room. They had forgotten me! Suddenly there was the possibility of escape. I had a couple of East German marks, enough for a ticket, but no identity … nothing. I put on my trousers and went down to the lobby. One of the secret police asked, ‘Aren’t you going to work?’ ‘I slept and nobody woke me,’ I said, ‘What shall I do?’ He was pleasant, and told me to ‘just sit down’. Then, in a moment when I saw they were occupied, I went out. I knew from the map that there was a subway station very close. I went down, bought a ticket, passed through the ticket control onto the platform and heard the train coming.


Then I began to cry. I couldn’t leave Vera and her family to be deported. Without thinking, instinctively I returned … shaking and sobbing. It was one of the most traumatic moments in my life, more traumatic than escaping from Hungary to Austria, which was risky. Now came a very dangerous moment, because I wasn’t supposed to leave the hotel. How was I going to re-enter? By chance, it was a moment when the secret policeman wasn’t looking; he didn’t even know that I had gone. My God, what had I done! Then, again, in the railway station, as I put down my luggage, I was beside an entrance to the subway. I could still have disappeared, but I didn’t. It was a challenge. Can you understand this state of mind? I knew I had to go back to Budapest for ever. I felt I was responsible, and the logical next step was to marry Vera. The decision was made in Berlin. 29





 Ligeti could not forget the decimation of his own family in the Holocaust. Though it might not end in death, the prospect facing Vera and her family was brutal. Had Ligeti escaped to the West in 1952, he would undoubtedly have gone to England where he had an uncle in Reigate, a mechanical engineer who had previously lived in Hamburg and left Germany only at the last moment before war was declared.




He would immediately have fetched me, so I would be a British citizen today. You and I would never have met, because I would have worked in a printing works in Reigate. With hindsight, I could say that, if I had taken the subway, then surely Vera would have followed me in 1956. But I would never have had the chance to be with the Cologne-Darmstadt people because Britain was very much apart, nor to meet Dr Bruno Karlheinz Jaja30 [Gerard Hoffnung’s wonderfully funny caricature of Darmstadt]. Mr Dadelsen, my student, who is absolutely against the avant-garde (he’s a Bob Dylan fanatic), told me that it was a big mistake not to go to Britain. I would have been a part of swinging London!





In far-from-swinging Budapest, on 8 August 1952, Ligeti and Vera were married. It was a marriage entered upon with the understanding that, once the threat of deportation was removed, they would divorce. Following the death of Stalin conditions improved and, in 1954, Ligeti and Vera did divorce. But it was not a complete separation; their friendship continued and Ligeti’s feelings towards Vera remained warm. His mother had also now arrived in Budapest, where she continued to live until Ligeti arranged for her to settle in Vienna in 1970.


In 1954 he made another visit to the Romanian capital, travelling via Cluj. He could not understand why before the aircraft left Budapest he had been stripped and searched – a commonplace humiliation – whereas on the flight from Cluj to Bucharest he was afforded deferential treatment and privileges. Only afterwards did he discover that the Hungarian Consulate in Cluj, having run out of the correct forms, had given him a diplomatic passport without telling him.


Professional isolation


In his role as a teacher at the Academy, Ligeti published two textbooks on traditional harmony (in 1954 and 1956), and an article on Bartók’s chromaticism (1955). But he was as isolated from new music in the West as he was unable to investigate the work of his immediate predecessors. The music of the Second Viennese School went unplayed and undiscussed; his only acquaintance with it was via a score of Berg’s Lyric Suite which he had seen in the Academy library. Nor had he any idea about the post-war avant-garde. When the opportunity to learn and branch out eventually arrived, many composers had lost the ability to reinvigorate their work. The few who did included Kurtág and another of Ligeti’s friends András Szöllösy. Szöllösy also came from Cluj and was appointed to teach at the Budapest Academy in the same year as Ligeti. He too established his reputation in the 1960s, but remained in Hungary aware that, through reticence and patience, he had escaped the worst of the restrictions that had emasculated his younger colleagues. ‘When they should have broken with socialist-realist ideology, not all had the courage and the strength to discard half their life-work and start again from scratch.’31 Living under a dictatorship sapped one’s energy, sowed distrust, stifled discussion and killed originality. 


Despite working for the next six years under such severe censorship that his creative development was greatly retarded, Ligeti managed to compose some remarkable pieces. But circumstances dictated that they remained in manuscript and unknown. In the public domain he adopted a similar stance to that of Lutosławski and Panufnik in Poland, legitimising his role as a professional composer through reworking eighteenth-century and folk material. Music of experimental character he wrote solely for himself, to be stowed out of sight in a drawer. It had become inescapably evident that any serious voyage of discovery had to be private. The ambiguities of this double life bore heavily on the composer. In fact, contradictions had confronted him virtually since the day he was born; it is hardly surprising that his music developed a schizophrenic quality.


Ligeti’s remaining years in Hungary were marked by a widening divergence between the relatively bland music he wrote for public performance and the radicalism of his secret compositions. The frustrations implicit in this contrary-motion counterpoint, leading to his eventual escape following the Budapest uprising of 1956, provide a backdrop to the music we shall examine in Chapter Two.
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Night and Morning:


an East European Apprenticeship







[Schumann] created three critics, each one himself, but a different self … Florestan was the personification of poetic fire and impetuousness, Eusebius of dreamy melancholy, Raro of reason and system. Three masks equally true to the person they were masking. The student who ignored one would fail to understand the man.


Marcel Brion1




 





Knowledge is not enough; that which I have learned has to gain strength and certainty by its application to life. (Florestan)


It is characteristic of the extraordinary that it cannot be easily understood; the majority is always attuned to the superficial. (Eusebius)


Let the youth who composes be warned. Prematurely ripened fruit falls from the tree. The young mind must often unlearn theory before it can apply it. (Raro)


Robert Schumann2





Just over fifty years before Ligeti entered the Budapest Academy of Music, one of the great Hungarian musicians of the early twentieth century, Ernő Dohnányi (1877–1960), had also enrolled there as a student. Persuaded by Dohnányi to choose Budapest rather than the more famous conservatory in Vienna, where he had been promised a scholarship, Bartók (1881–1945), who was four years younger than Dohnányi, soon took the same path and was joined, a year later, by Kodály (1882–1967). These three composers graduated from the Budapest Academy in the first decade of the twentieth century, fired with creative energy, to exert an unprecedented impact on Hungarian musical life. The Brahmsian character of the older composer’s style was replaced in the work of Bartók and Kodály by a passionate commitment to folk music, which they nourished by months of field recording amongst the peasantry, an experience so heady and exciting that it seemed as if only folk music could hold the key to the development of a distinctive national style.
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