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Praise for Lost Genius

“Even if your interest in classical music is elementary or—shame on you—merely perfunctory, Lost Genius offers much more than the elegance of the Vienna Philharmonic and the fun of the Boston Pops. . . . Though there will undoubtedly be some bigger biographies published this fall, it is hard to imagine a more delicious one.”

—MICHAEL DIRDA, Washington Post


 



“An extensively researched, nuanced account of a spectacularly dysfunctional life.”—BARBARA JEPSON, Wall Street Journal


 



“Extraordinary . . . Bazzana painstakingly re-creates a life lived mostly in obscurity and judiciously separates greatness from vainglory. The result is a balanced portrait that also often reads like a parable about the artistic temperament.”—The New Yorker


 



“[Bazzana] fleshes out the details of Nyiregyházi’s rise and fall, and rise and fall . . . he represented the desire for . . . a collective wish to stem the tide of time and return to an era when classical music mattered more.”

—MICHAEL KIMMELMAN, New York Times


 



“In a chronicle crowded with colorful characters—a famous novelist, a prize-fighter, unscrupulous managers, divas, whores, and even Count Dracula, Bela Lugosi—the most colorful and conflicted figure of all is Nyiregyházi himself. . . . Kevin Bazzana’s enthralling biography conducts us through his life with compassion, insight, humor, humanity and a proper degree of amazement.”

—RICHARD DYER, former music critic of the Boston Globe


 



“A page-turner. . . . There was no modern pianist like him.”

—MARK SWED, Los Angeles Times


 



“The amazing thing about this story is the inextinguishable nature of this man’s genius, which kept flickering to life in recordings and odd performances, even incognito on occasion, long after the mainstream musical world had written him off.”—The Atlantic


“There isn’t a superfluous word in the 368-page text.”

—JOHN TERAUDS, Toronto Star


 



“Nyiregyházi comes off as a cross between Mozart and Charles Bukowski—a person endowed, in equal measure, with enormous gifts and an appalling drive toward self-destruction—and this ‘riches-to-rags’ chronicle of a life that encompassed performances in European palaces and a long residence on ‘skid row’ in downtown Los Angeles is one of the great musical biographies.”

—TIM PAGE, Pulitzer-prize winning music critic and biographer

 



“Delights in the strangeness of its subject without making any wild claims for or against him. . . . What stands out more clearly is the doctrinaire idea that emotion alone can supply the ‘foundation’ to which Schoenberg alludes in his letter. It is a bleak idea, yet one that acquires a crazy nobility if pushed far enough.”

—PETER SCHWENDENER, The New Criterion


 



“Passionate, level-headed, scrupulously detailed, affectionate, this is a wonderful biography about an intriguing and difficult figure, handled with supreme delicacy.”—STEPHEN HOUGH, pianist

 



“Kevin Bazzana loves the piano and is intrigued by the often strange creatures who play the instrument. In this new biography, he has hit the center of a mad genius. It is a tragic story that readers will not put down, and it is written with care and scholarship.”

—DAVID DUBAL, WQXR broadcaster and author of  The Art of the Piano


 



“Kevin Bazzana’s Lost Genius pieces together the remarkable and bizarre story of Ervin Nyiregyházi in a brilliantly researched, sympathetic yet frank and fair-minded biography. . . . One hopes that this superb and significant biography will generate interest in making Nyiregyházi’s best recordings easily accessible.”

—JED DISTLER, Gramophone
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To Sharon, Sophie, 
and Blossom - again
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Ervin Nyiregyházi in his mid-twenties. (Photograph by Albert Witzel. University of Southern California, on behalf of the U.S.C. Specialized Libraries and Archival Collections.)
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PRELUDE

THE STRANGE CASE OF ERVIN NYIREGYHÁZI

One Sunday afternoon in Los Angeles, not long after the end of the Second World War, the impresario Irwin Parnes attended an open house at the home of some Hungarian friends. “I could hear through the din of conversations someone playing the piano,” he recalled in his memoirs. “Strangely enough, out of the large gathering, there were only a handful of people listening. I moved closer to the piano growing more excited every minute. The pianist was playing Liszt’s ‘St. Francis Walking Over the Waves.’ Never before and never since have I heard this work played so well. The pianist was magnificent. To my mind, not even Horowitz, Hofmann, or Schnabel in their prime could play with more ardor - with more relentless technique than this obscure salon performer. When the work was concluded, I alone shouted ‘bravo’ and enthusiastically introduced myself to someone whom I considered a very great artist, Ervin Nyiregyházi.”1


The pianist, in his early forties, looked destitute, and Parnes felt compassion as well as astonishment. He saw at once a cause he could champion: “I would revive him, ballyhoo him. I would force the world to hear and acknowledge his glory. Within a year, his fees would be astronomical. I scrawled my address upon a paper napkin and forced it into his hand. ‘You must not waste your genius on this . . .’ My scornful gestures swept our hostess’ ample home, with its recently lauded acoustics and the now depleted buffet. ‘Come and see me tomorrow and we will plan your next concert.’” But Nyiregyházi did not show up. Parnes later learned that he lived in a flophouse on Main Street - to reach him, you had to leave a message at a nearby bar - and was reputed to be “quite mad.”

Parnes began to collect stories about Nyiregyházi’s prodigious musicianship and prodigious eccentricity. He had cancelled a major concert because a bartender had kept him waiting a few minutes that afternoon and, offended, he had decided that he could not play in such a city. He would arrive at a dinner party with a toothbrush in his pocket and leave only when forced to do so. He had married seven times, selecting wives from among his fans backstage, and once walked offstage when he spotted one of his former wives in the audience. These stories were all false, though the truth about Nyiregyházi was no less strange: he really was that temperamental and unpredictable, and by the end of his life he had been married ten times.

Some months later, early in 1946, after Parnes had stopped trying to track him down, Nyiregyházi simply showed up at his door, and  Parnes was amazed that he was so unlike the typical self-promoting artist. He had not had a real career for more than twenty years and had become (as Parnes had heard) terrified of performing in public; he would give a concert only when starvation loomed. If only there were some way of presenting his art to the public without presenting  himself, Nyiregyházi mused. And so Parnes came up with a radical solution: Nyiregyházi, billed only as Mr. X, could give a recital while wearing a black silk hangman’s hood to disguise his identity. He agreed.

On March 5, Parnes wrote to his new client: “The ‘MR. X’ concert is already being discussed all over town and I haven’t even started the publicity campaign. As the concert draws near, I know it will be a temptation for you to ask your friends to attend, but please let me again emphasise the extreme importance of keeping the entire thing entre nous.” Parnes, whom one expert on the cultural history of Los Angeles describes as a “bizarre dilettante-type impresario” with a “mixed reputation,” proved an adept (if shameless) publicist. “The newspapers went gleefully along with the gag,” he wrote in his memoirs. “Each day I released, and they printed, another clue. Mr. X had been soloist with the Boston Symphony Orchestra, the Vienna, the London. His records had sold so many millions. He had played eight times with the Los Angeles Philharmonic. The New York Times critic had called him the world’s greatest living interpreter of Liszt.” (Only the reference to Boston was true.) Parnes knew there would be skepticism about the credentials of the anonym he was touting as the “Sensation of Three Continents” and whose picture he was plastering on telephone poles, so he announced an ambitious program of nineteenth- and twentieth-century music, and included a notice in his ads: “PERFORMANCE GUARANTEED FOR GREAT ARTISTRY: MONEY REFUNDED TO UNSATISFIED PATRONS.” Tickets sold quickly, and speculation grew as to Mr. X’s identity: a prisoner from San Quentin, an escaped mental patient, a citizen of a hostile nation, an actor miming to records.

The concert took place on May 13, in the Wilshire Ebell Theater, in the presence of the police, for Parnes claimed that an anonymous caller  had threatened to blow up the building. Nyiregyházi offered what was indeed, as one of the newspapers put it, a “far-from-ham-and-eggs program”: Schumann’s Carnaval; Beethoven’s Op. 101 sonata; Liszt’s “St. Francis Walking on the Waves,” Consolation No. 3, and Mephisto Waltz No. 1; Schoenberg’s Klavierstück, Op. 11/No. 2; Debussy’s “Clair de lune”; Shostakovich’s Prelude in G-flat Major; and Rachmaninov’s “Polichinelle.” At the appointed time, a sold-out crowd watched as a blue spotlight illuminated the keyboard on the otherwise darkened stage, revealing Nyiregyházi already seated at the piano wearing his hood. “He played magnificently,” Parnes wrote. “It was as though beneath that dark, anonymous hood, his lifelong battle with his own ghost had ended. He could address the piano as a free man, playing easily and masterfully, with only the emotion of the immediate moment to communicate.” Backstage, Parnes felt assured of a triumph.

Near the end of the concert, however, when Nyiregyházi went into the wings between pieces to wipe his face, a wily reporter spotted him and shouted his name. “Mr. X rushed back to the piano like a cornered animal,” Parnes wrote. “In his desperation, he seemed almost to spring upon the keyboard. His stroke battered upon the instrument as if to tear from the reluctant mechanism some ideal, unrealizable sound that pounded in his brain. There was raw anger in every note. The audience, disquieted by a sense of the disastrous struggle within him, sat on the edge of their seats. He was violent, brilliant, and terrible.” The local representative for the Baldwin piano company wanted to stop the concert, fearing for his instrument, but Parnes “patted his arm, reassuringly. What was the destruction of a piano or so compared to the rebirth of a genius?”

Mr. X’s identity was surely not much of a secret, at least among aficionados, for Nyiregyházi had been performing sporadically in Los Angeles for more than twenty years, and was not like any other local pianist. His long-and-lean physique and capacity for pianistic thunder were well known; many in the audience surely recognized the figure whom the music critic Isabel Morse Jones, in the Los Angeles Times,  described as a “thin man of average height, with abnormally long fingers of steel.” Jones herself wondered if Mr. X was Nyiregyházi, and she was not alone. Frederick Marvin, then a young pianist and teacher, still remembers the concert, and remembers exclaiming, “It’s Nyiregyházi!” after hearing just a few notes. (He says that Nyiregyházi played so forcefully already in the first half that he broke a string or two, and a new piano was brought out for him at intermission.) Another pianist, Raymond Lewenthal, who followed Nyiregyházi’s career in the early 1940s, recalled, in a 1978 essay, hearing that “when the pianist came out on the stage in his mask and struck the opening chord of his program, bringing the piano to its knees with one stroke, everyone shouted ‘Nyiregyházi.’”

In any event, the audience roared its approval, no one asked for money back, and Parnes was besieged with offers for the masked pianist - from a Sunset Strip eatery and a Hollywood studio, for a Midwestern tour and a Carnegie Hall recital. Though the local critics had been intrigued, the reviews were not all favourable: Jones wrote of “soulless technique,” and R. Vernon Steele, in Pacific Coast Musician, compared the “ludicrous” event to a prizefight: “We [have] never seen a man hit a piano so hard nor heard produced such completely disagreeable tone.” Still, Parnes was confident that a major new career loomed. But the neurotic and insecure pianist, intimidated as much by success as by failure, had fled after the concert and could not be found. Parnes combed skid row looking for him; eventually, he tried to find another pianist to don the hood and fulfill Nyiregyházi’s engagements, but every one he asked rebuffed him. He never saw Nyiregyházi again.2


In later life, Nyiregyházi discussed the Mr. X concert with regret but without apology. “I shouldn’t have done that, but I did it anyway,” he  said to a prospective biographer less than a year before his death. He had been in desperate financial straits at the time, as he often was. (In a 1977 letter, he noted ruefully: “I only got Seventy-five Dollars for this misadventure.”) Among his papers is a note scribbled apparently years after the concert: “Mr. X is not to be scoffed at. In this case, pitied would be a truer word.” Bizarre and sad, this is a classic Nyiregyházi anecdote, merely one of the stranger pages in a surpassingly strange story.

Parnes was not the first or last person to be moved by Nyiregyházi - by his phenomenal talent, his lost career and pitiable personal life, his passivity and fragility and helplessness - and to feel compelled to play the saviour. But rescue efforts were always doomed. Nyiregyházi’s personality and art were simply not compatible with the music business, and he could be counted on to flee or sabotage any revival of his career, for he valued nothing more than his freedom. Parnes, like all the others, found himself saddled with a proud maverick unwilling to exploit a commercial opportunity if doing so would compromise his artistic ideals or unleash his plentiful demons - and most every opportunity did. To be fair, the Nyiregyházi story is not merely one of self-destructive temperament; he had a generous allotment of plain bad luck in his life. But however we apportion the blame between him and the Fates, we are left with a gross disparity between his potential and his achievement, and with a tattered reputation that merits repair.

 



 



In the hype that surrounded the Australian pianist David Helfgott after the release of the movie Shine, in 1996, there was much talk of a great pianist felled and reclaimed, for, of course, the greater his talent, the more lamentable his obscurity, the more newsworthy his rediscovery. But, in fact, Helfgott was nothing more than a promising piano student when he was lost to mental illness. In the present case, there is no need to exaggerate for the sake of a good story. Ervin Nyiregyházi really was a lost genius; his talent really was as great as  his life and personality were strange. Even long after the early ruin of his career, knowledgeable listeners who chanced upon him playing were stunned by what they heard.

One of them was no less a figure than the composer Arnold Schoenberg. On December 1, 1935, early in his self-imposed exile in America, Schoenberg attended a soirée in Pacific Palisades at the home of his friend Rolf Hoffmann, a professor of German literature at the University of California at Los Angeles, for the express purpose of hearing Nyiregyházi play. The night before, Hoffmann, at the urging of two friends - the pianists Maurice Zam and John Crown - had attended a Nyiregyházi recital at a local Hungarian church. Astonished, he insisted on introducing the pianist to Schoenberg. Nyiregyházi played some of the same pieces at Hoffmann’s house, and Schoenberg, also astonished, offered stilted but heartfelt praise: “You are the person most replete with genius I have ever heard.”

The next day, Schoenberg wrote to Otto Klemperer, the conductor of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, who was then in New York. His letter opened and closed with news and pleasantries, but its raison d’être was a dissertation on Nyiregyházi: 






Yesterday, at Dr. Hoffmann’s, I heard a pianist who seems to me to be something utterly extraordinary. I went very reluctantly, as the descriptions [I had heard] from Dr. Hoffmann and also Maurice Zam had made me very skeptical. But I must say, I have never heard such a pianist before. . . . First and foremost, he does not play in the style you and I strive for. And I believe that, just as I did not judge him on that basis, you, too, when you hear him, will probably feel compelled to set all principles aside, just as I did. They would not be proper standards for him. What he plays is pure expression, in the older sense. But such power of expression I have never heard before. You will agree as little as I did with his tempi. You will also find that by means of sharp contrasts he seems often to lose sight of the form: [but only] seems:  surprisingly, in its own way, [his playing] does acquire form, has sense and proportion. The sound he gets out of the piano is unprecedented. At least, I have never heard anything like it. He himself seems not to know how he draws out these utterly incredible and novel sounds (though he seems to be a man of intelligence and not just a flaccid “dreamer”). And such fullness of tone, without ever becoming harsh, I have also never encountered before. For me, and probably also for you, much too much. But on the whole, incredible originality and conviction. And above all, he is 33 years old, and so still has more stages of development before him, from which, given the foundation, the greatest things are to be expected. And that is why I believe it is crucial that he be given the opportunity to participate again in concert life. I am certain that he will have great success. And Zam and Crown, who are very enthusiastic and in any case arranged our meeting, also call him a second Liszt. If it were up to me, I would engage him immediately. . . . But isn’t it still possible for you to find a spot for him [in one of your concerts]? He would most like to play [a concerto by] Tchaikovsky or Brahms.

I would be very happy to know that I have succeeded in describing adequately to you my impression of this man. I believe that, if you can get used to the idea that he does not follow our notions of style, and can imagine his tremendous potential, and if you come to know his unparalleled technique, of which I have not yet spoken, then you will do the right thing. Technique: it is astonishing what and how he plays: one never has the sense that it is difficult, that it is technique at all, but rather that sheer force of will permits him to surmount all difficulties in realizing an idea. - You see I’m becoming almost poetic.



 



Schoenberg knew that Nyiregyházi had been a great child prodigy and that the American critic James Huneker had dubbed him “a new Liszt” - an opinion that, he noted, “truly seems to be the case, assuming that Liszt was actually this good.” Klemperer took the recommendation  seriously, for Schoenberg was not only a great musician but a cranky iconoclast who did not bestow praise lightly.

And so, in January, again at Hoffmann’s, Nyiregyházi played for Klemperer. The results were less happy. Klemperer was no fan of the excerpts he played, in his own improvised arrangement, from Liszt’s oratorio Christus, and sat silent after Scriabin’s Sonata No. 5, which Nyiregyházi, who compared a proper performance of that piece to “a cosmic upheaval,” was known to play with thrilling power. When Klemperer said he could not judge a performer until he had played Beethoven, Nyiregyházi obliged with the Op. 111 sonata; Klemperer did not like that either. Finally, Nyiregyházi played Chopin’s popular B-flat-minor sonata, in his own version: dissatisfied with Chopin’s strange, slight finale, the famous “winds over the graves” movement, he replaced it with the more substantial and dramatic finale of Chopin’s B-minor sonata, transposing it down a semitone. Schoenberg, who was again present and full of praise, thought the substitute finale ingenious, but Klemperer, who (as Nyiregyházi well knew) insisted on respect for a composer’s score, was indignant, the more so as Nyiregyházi would not justify himself except to say that he liked the piece better his way. Klemperer concluded that this could not be a “sincere” musician, and Nyiregyházi never heard from him again.

The letter, at least, remains, and it has a special authority, given the writer’s stature and objectivity as a witness (this, remember, was his report on a performer whom he had to be dragged to hear and whose style did not accord with his own). We do well to keep this letter in mind. It reminds us that, though his story reads at times like melodrama or black comedy or myth-making, our subject was a musician great enough, even at a low point in his career, to widen the eyes of Arnold Schoenberg.

 



 



The historian John Lukacs has written of the “national character fault” of the Hungarians, “excoriated often by great Magyar thinkers  and writers: the brilliance of short-run effort at the expense of prudence and foresight. Their word for it is ‘straw-fire nature,’ since straw burns brilliantly but rapidly, leaving only a heap of black ashes.” In Nyiregyházi’s case, the straw burned brilliantly but rapidly twice, at the beginning and end of his life. As a prodigy, he enjoyed a sometimes sensational international career and was admitted into the highest artistic and social circles, first in his native Budapest, later in other European capitals, finally in America. (This, in fact, is the second book to have been written about him. The first, by the psychologist Géza Révész, was published in 1916, when Nyiregyházi was thirteen.) But not long after he entered adulthood, his career foundered; by the mid-1920s, he was broke, living where he could, and subsisting on musical odd jobs. For almost half a century, he only rarely re-emerged into the spotlight and invariably slipped back into obscurity. (He composed all the while, however, producing hundreds of works in a defiantly old-fashioned idiom.) As the decades drifted by, his life became increasingly messy and restless, because of his childlike psychology, because of the vicissitudes of a life of poverty, because a sheltered upbringing had left him ill-equipped to cope with either a domestic or a professional life, because he developed ruinous appetites for alcohol and sex - though he often wore his dissolution as a badge of honour, evidence of his refusal to compromise art to commerce. In 1972, at the age of sixty-nine, he was rediscovered by chance in California, and he was later, for several years, the subject of noisy international celebrity (and controversy). But by the time he died, in 1987, he had been forgotten - again. He still is.

In some ways, the straw fires that bound his life were as damaging to his reputation as the half-century of obscurity in between. His childhood career is most often cited as a cautionary tale: he has become the classic case of the failed prodigy, crushed by the pressure of great expectations and unable, in adulthood, to fulfill his promise as an artist. And his renaissance in his seventies, while it fostered some genuine appreciation of his gifts and yielded a body of work that gives posterity a taste  of his art, bore the unmistakable stamp of a fad. Remembered, if at all, as a failed prodigy or aged novelty, he has left many people wondering (like Klemperer) whether he could really have been “sincere.”

As a man, moreover, he could be both attractive and repellent, and was always difficult. He once called himself “a fortissimo bastard,” and he did indeed, for good and ill, live his life fortissimo. Hypersensitive, he experienced every emotion in Technicolor. “I am master of my passions to some extent,” he wrote to a former lover in 1929, “and yet I am torn by desires, aspirations, conflicts, memories, all playing the melody of life on the strings of my heart.” This was a man for whom sentimentality and bombast were never dirty words, in life or art, and the turmoil in his life was a by-product of a tumultuous personality. He resisted all categories, rejected conventional notions of morality and sexuality, good taste and responsibility, and was a morass of contradictions. “Sometimes he’s a celestial saint, and sometimes he’s a wonderful old grandfather, and sometimes he’s a rotten bastard,” one acquaintance said; another called him “a dictionary of adjectives.” He had a great capacity for adoration and devotion, yet he invariably exhausted and injured those closest to him. He was an idealistic philosopher who championed the loftiest spiritual goals, yet he demanded the satisfaction of his basest urges. He lived most of his life in poverty and anonymity, yet he always thought of himself as an aristocrat by virtue of his genius, his talent, his soul. He was convinced of his greatness as a pianist and composer, yet he was so insecure that he could be felled by a mere breath of criticism or some slight assault on his dignity. For every person who found him pitiable and cruel, another found him generous and noble. On the back of a chequebook that is among his papers, he scrawled, “I am a rotten S[on] of a b[itch] pianist, but God  does speak throu[gh] me.”

It is hardly surprising that posterity has not known what to do with this man and his art, and so has done (mostly) nothing. Admittedly, Nyiregyházi left only frustrating glimpses of his art in its prime, and a  case for him can be made only by teasing often shy evidence out from a tangle of obscure sources. What emerges is one of the greatest and most individual pianists of the twentieth century, and something less lofty but no less interesting, too: one of the most singular characters, with one of the most bizarre stories, in the history of music.






 



Ervin around age ten. (Reproduced from the frontispiece of The Psychology of a Musical Prodigy, the 1925 English edition of Géza Révész’s book.)
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PART ONE

MUSICAL WONDER CHILD 1903-1920





1

Beginnings in Budapest

Nyiregyházi knew little about his father’s ancestry, even less about his mother’s, and his family’s history is spottily documented. Both sides of the family were Jewish. Among the ancestors of his paternal grandmother, born Esther Rottenberg, were some important rabbis, in northern Hungarian cities like Sátoraljaújhely and Sajószentpéter and, farther back, in Germany; the Rottenbergs, indeed, believed that they had descended from the thirteenth-century German rabbi and poet Meir ben Baruch, the “Maharam of Rothenburg,” a legendary medieval authority on the Talmud. Nyiregyházi’s maternal great-grandfather was a certain Rabbi Mandl, and he believed that his mother’s family had originally been named Mandel and may have come from outside Hungary - perhaps also from Germany.

The Nyiregyházi family name was originally Fried (in German, “Friede” means “peace”), though Nyiregyházi did not know when it was changed. Through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, more and more Hungarian Jews adopted the Magyar language in preference to German and Yiddish, and took Hungarian surnames. Often they took their name from that of their hometown - the “i” at the end of such  names is equivalent to the suffix in “Berliner” - and this seems to have been the case here. According to Nyiregyházi’s cousin Henry Fried,3 the family at one point left Budapest, possibly at the government’s suggestion, to escape anti-Semitism, and settled in the town of Nyíregyháza, in the northeasternmost county of present-day Hungary. The family may have relocated several times, in fact: Nyiregyházi’s father, Ignácz, was born in 1875 in the Carpathian Mountains town of Mezölaborc (today Medzilaborce, in the northeastern corner of the Slovak Republic).

In March 1902, Ignácz Nyiregyházi married Mária Borsodi, who was born in 1885 in Budapest. Ervin was born on the evening of January 19, 1903, in the family’s modest apartment at 79 Vörösmarty Street in the Theresa (Sixth) District, on the younger, more populous and vibrant Pest side of the city, east of the Danube. The district was one of the most crowded in Budapest - a veritable sea of cramped apartment buildings - and its population included petits bourgeois and the upper strata of industrial workers; about one-third of its population were Jews, some of them quite poor. When Nyiregyházi was a boy, several members of the extended family lived in his apartment: Rabbi Mandl’s widow, whom he called “Lenke ómama” [Grandma Lenke]; her oldest, widowed daughter - Ervin’s grandmother - Szidónia Borsodi; and his uncle Márton Borsodi, who left Hungary when Ervin was five and eventually settled in Los Angeles. The Nyiregyházis had once been very poor, but the family now belonged to the educated middle class. Among the extended family were a tailor, a pharmacist, a jeweller and clock dealer, the editor of a conservative newspaper, a government official, a tobacconist, the owner of a sausage factory, and a diamond millionaire in Johannesburg.

By the time Ervin was born, his family was not particularly devout or observant, did not keep kosher, and seems not to have been much involved in Jewish public life or causes. Still, they lived openly as Jews,  within a mostly Jewish milieu, were on good terms with local rabbis, and attended (albeit irregularly) the middle-class Dohány Templom, the largest synagogue in the world and the main synagogue of the Israelite Congregation of Pest, a Neolog congregation that adhered to tradition while making concessions to modernism. Ervin’s father and his grandfather, Vilmos Nyiregyházi, sang in the synagogue’s choir; according to Henry Fried, Vilmos may once have been a cantor there. Ervin was circumcised, learned to read Hebrew, and celebrated his bar mitzvah. But though always philosophically and spiritually inclined, he usually claimed no religious feelings and had no opinions on matters like reincarnation or the paranormal. He could be inconsistent, however. He told his last wife, “I believe in God but not in the dogma of the church.” And he believed that some undefined “higher power” was the source of his musical gifts and inspiration.

The half-century preceding the end of the First World War was a golden age for Hungary’s Jews. The Compromise of 1867, which created the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, brought emancipation to them, guaranteeing their civil and legal equality. In the fervently nationalistic atmosphere of nineteenth-century Hungary, the Magyarization of hundreds of thousands of Jews was generally welcomed - it added weight to the Hungarian half of the empire - and Jews became well known for their keenness to take up Magyar language, manners, and culture, and for their ardent patriotism and strong emotional ties to the country. Jews at this time were accepted and assimilated to a degree unmatched in Europe, and the recepció [law of reception] of 1895 defined Judaism as merely one religious denomination among others. Nyiregyházi was thus born into what the anthropologist and historian Raphael Patai describes as “the only period in the millennial history of the Hungarian Jews when legally no distinction whatsoever existed between the Jewish and non-Jewish population of the country.”

The Jewish presence was particularly strong in Budapest, which attracted Jews from all over Europe. By 1910, there were about two  hundred thousand Jews in the city - almost one-quarter of its population. (Only about 5 per cent of Hungary as a whole was Jewish.) Jews made a disproportionate contribution to the life of the city. They were over-represented among eligible voters and in higher-income jobs, particularly in the professions. The Jewish presence in cultural and intellectual life, in finance and commerce, in politics and government, in the sciences, and in many other fields was conspicuous, and essential to the formation of modern Budapest. The city into which Nyiregyházi was born was one of relative equilibrium and peaceful coexistence, where a Jew could flourish.

Anti-Semitism had not vanished, however. There were always some who resented Jewish influence and power and questioned the “Hungarianness” even of long-Magyarized, well-assimilated Jews, particularly in the city sometimes called “Judapest.” Though anti-Semitism in Budapest (and Hungary) was traditionally less virulent than elsewhere in Europe, it sufficed to make a deep impression on Ervin, who was an unusually sensitive child. As a boy, he said, “I was spat at in the streets of Budapest because I was a Jew.” When he was fifteen and taking a public-school exam, he was segregated from the rest of the class, and the teacher called for him by name, age, and religion - “Israelite.” As he made his way to the front of the room, other boys spat on the floor without reprimand. He attributed his adult shyness and timidity in part to such experiences, and he learned that it was rarely to his advantage to admit to being Jewish; he did so only to wives and intimate friends, and not all of them. Often he claimed that like most Hungarians he was Catholic; he was still saying so to a prospective biographer at the end of his life. Yet, he was not necessarily ashamed of being Jewish. He took the view, even as a child, that it was merely a fact of his life, reason for neither pride nor shame. His public caution and reticence on the subject was a form of self-protection, fed by early, painful experiences of anti-Semitism.
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Postcard showing the Royal Hungarian Opera (far right) and Andrássy Avenue as they appeared in the first years of Nyiregyházi’s life. (Archives, Budapest Opera House.)


Though there was no longstanding tradition of music on either side of the family, Ervin’s father and grandfather sang as tenors in the chorus of the Royal Hungarian Opera, and his mother was an amateur pianist who, he said, “played very well.” His parents’ interest in music provided fertile soil for his extraordinary talent. He was not yet a year old when his father witnessed him trying to imitate singing - something infants that young are generally incapable of doing. Before he was two, he could correctly reproduce a melody that had been sung to him, though his speech was still poorly developed (it did not progress until he was past two). Before he was three, his father discovered that the boy had perfect pitch: he could correctly locate on the piano any note that was sung to him, and could reproduce sung melodies on a mouth organ. When he was three, he began to play the melodies he heard on the piano, and was soon improvising his own tunes, some with accompaniment. He learned the principles of notation in a single sitting in  May 1906. His father had told him the plot of Madama Butterfly - Puccini was in town for a festival of his operas, including the Hungarian première of Butterfly - and though Ervin had not yet heard any music from the opera, he was inspired to sit on the floor in front of the toy piano he had recently been given, wearing what he remembered as “a little girl’s dress,” and picked out a tune. His father showed him how to write it down, and he named it Madama Butterfly. It was the first piece he could remember composing, yet he was already savvy enough to use a pentatonic scale to give his tune an “Oriental” flavour.

Natural talent of this magnitude could not remain a secret, and so, in 1907, at age four, Ervin was taken to the National Hungarian Royal Academy of Music, where he played some of his own pieces for two of the professors. That same year he received some sporadic instruction in piano and in reading music. His first piano teacher was the venerable István Thomán, who had studied with Franz Liszt, and whom Béla Bartók, one of his pupils, called “the great tutor of generations of Hungarian pianists.” Bartók remembered Thomán as a devoted, unselfish teacher with a “loving interest” in the musical and intellectual growth of his students, who “stood beside his pupils as protector and as a paternal good friend,” even outside the classroom, and belonged “to that rare breed of pedagogue who never represses the individuality of their pupils.” Ervin felt a close bond with Thomán and was inspired by him, though for unexplained reasons studied with him only briefly. At age five, he was registered at the academy as a pupil of Arnold Székely, himself a former pupil of Thomán, and remained so until the family left Hungary in January 1914.4 The academy’s yearbooks reveal impressive progress. Young to begin with for such study, Ervin nonetheless worked, consistently, well ahead of his nominal level  and earned excellent grades even when he took final exams intended for students a year or two ahead of him.

He took to the piano instinctively, and his development was astonishing, even though, he said, he never practised more than three hours a day in his life. By age six, his large repertoire included Haydn and Mozart sonatas, Beethoven’s Pathétique Sonata, Schumann’s  Kinderszenen and Papillons, Grieg’s Lyric Pieces, and short pieces by Chopin, Mendelssohn, and Liszt. As the earliest photographs show, he had unusually long fingers already as a child, though his development as a pianist still outran his development as a boy. His physical growth increased markedly at ages six and seven, during which time the development of his musical faculties temporarily slowed down, but afterward he began to apply himself more seriously and systematically to the piano, with impressive results. At eight or nine, he commanded much of the standard repertoire, including Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, Beethoven’s biggest early and middle-period sonatas, and many virtuosic Romantic works - Schumann’s Carnaval and Humoreske, Chopin’s ballades, Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies. On November 25, 1911, at the academy, he performed Haydn’s D-major concerto, with a long, harmonically adventurous cadenza of his own composition, and he was no older than nine when he began studying the big Romantic concertos, like those of Grieg and Tchaikovsky; on December 20, 1912, not yet ten, he played the Schumann concerto in one of the academy’s public concerts. One of his greatest childhood successes was in Beethoven’s “Emperor” Concerto. “The audience was transfixed at the masterly lucidity of the boy’s playing,” the psychologist Géza Révész wrote. “They were astonished at his extraordinary finish, the fullness of his tone and the genuine beauty of his interpretation.” He was already a stubbornly independent musician, too, and was not shy about challenging his teachers.

“A considerable length of time passed before he began to study harmony, this theoretical musical instruction only lasting a short time,  being cut short, owing to external causes, after fifteen lessons, and not until a year later did he take it up again,” Révész wrote. The external cause was probably Ervin’s mother, who thought that his first theory teacher, Albert Siklós, was too indulgent, so she stopped their lessons. (“We got along too well,” Nyiregyházi recalled. “I treated him as a friend.”) In 1912, Mária placed her son with Leó Weiner, a prominent composer who taught theory at the academy, and for the next two years Ervin studied harmony, counterpoint, form, and orchestration under Weiner, who was full of praise for him. His progress in counterpoint was poor - already he was a committed Romantic ill at ease with “abstract” music like Bach’s fugues - but his grasp of form amazed his teacher, and he already knew most of the nineteenth-century orchestral works on which their lessons were based. Weiner, by all accounts, was an exceptional and popular teacher, an inspiring mentor and coach to generations of Hungarian musicians, though Ervin did not get along with him; for one thing, he did not encourage Ervin to compose, as Siklós had done. Of his theory teachers, he would eventually say, “They didn’t teach me anything I didn’t know already.”

His artistic development was nourished by his city’s thriving cultural life. When he was born, Budapest, the youngest of the great metropolises of Europe, was at its zenith - beautiful, vibrant, prosperous, modern. (John Lukacs dubbed the year 1900 Budapest’s “noon hour.”) In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, thanks to dynamic economic growth, Budapest had experienced a building boom, including massive public-works projects, and its population had almost tripled, to about three-quarters of a million at the turn of the century. It was now the fastest-growing city in Europe, and by the time of the First World War the population was close to a million. Once isolated by language and culture, it was now a cosmopolitan, truly European city, no longer so widely viewed as exotic or “Oriental.” Its artistic and intellectual life, coffeehouse and club cultures, and nightlife had exploded within a generation, and among the literate middle and upper [image: 006]

Nyiregyházi’s grandfather (top) and father, in portraits that still appear on a wall of the Budapest Opera House, in what was formerly a smoking corridor for the orchestra. (Archives, Budapest Opera House.)


classes, cultural achievement was nurtured - in music, painting, theatre, film, literature, journalism. Nyiregyházi, in fact, belonged to the first generation of notable Hungarians (a disproportionate number of them Jews) to become widely known outside the country.

Opera and operetta, orchestras, chamber ensembles, pianists - all flourished in turn-of-the-century Budapest. Some of the greatest European musicians of the day passed through the city, and Ervin heard many of them. His father and grandfather first took him to work at the opera when he was five, and he became a regular at the company’s rehearsals and performances. Once, around age seven, he was deputized to conduct the Anvil Chorus from Il trovatore when the conductor was called to the telephone. The Royal Opera, at this time, had a wide international repertory and an excellent reputation, and Ervin was seduced by the passion and lyricism of opera; sometimes he was so overwhelmed that he had difficulty containing his enthusiasm or even suspending his disbelief. When he was seven, his father took him to a rehearsal of Elektra, but he had to be hustled out of the theatre when he began shouting for the police - people on the stage were being murdered! Around the same time, when he saw his father onstage in  Lohengrin, he blurted out, “That’s Papa over there, the thinnest man in the whole crowd!” Even in old age, his personal operatic canon aligned neatly with the Royal Opera’s repertory, testifying to the decisive impact of these childhood experiences.

Ervin’s thirst for knowledge extended beyond music. Like many  gifted children, he was an early, passionate, and omnivorous reader. Through his early years, he devoured the weightiest classics - Dante, Dostoevsky, Goethe, Heine, Schiller, Shakespeare, Shelley, the ancient Greeks, as well as Hungarian authors - though he loved detective stories, too, and Jules Verne, who, he said, exerted a great influence on him. He learned German, as his family, like most educated Hungarians, was bilingual. (Though Magyar had replaced German as the first language of most Hungarians in the later nineteenth century, German remained indispensable to those seeking entry into the larger world of European culture.) Ervin acquired a smattering of other languages from his mother, who spoke French and knew enough English to read Dickens and Wilde. He became passionate about other subjects, too - philosophy, history, geography - and was mad for chess. He showed talent for it as early as age six, and some knowledgeable players considered him gifted. (He could play blindfolded.) He recalled that his forte was defence rather than attack - a neat metaphor for his personality: throughout his life he was passive and cautious and abhorred confrontation. He read books about chess and followed international tournaments, and by his early teens was so obsessed with chess that he considered devoting more time to it than to music, until his mother took away his chess set and books. “I was very bitter,” he said. Thereafter, he would tell his mother he was going out to play sports but then sneak away in search of a chess game.

On the evening of December 16, 1910, Ervin’s only sibling, a brother, was born. Ignácz wanted to name him Richard, after Wagner, but Mária overruled him and named him Alfred, a less commonplace name that she considered classier. Alfred also demonstrated some musical gifts, including a good memory, and Ervin was impressed by his natural appreciation of music. Alfred wanted to play the piano, but the family already had a pianist, his mother said, so he was compelled to study the violin. (Ervin also studied the violin, for about six months around age nine, but his teacher stopped the lessons because he had no  aptitude for the instrument.) Mária believed that her younger son had the potential to be a fine musician, and Alfred kept at the violin for some time: a friend who knew him in his teens and early twenties remembered playing chamber music with him. In any event, Ervin adored his brother, and was not jealous of or condescending toward him. Like most prodigies, he was secure in his status.
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Under the Microscope

Ervin Nyiregyházi is among the best-documented musical prodigies in history, thanks to Géza Révész, who spent more than four years closely studying him. Born in Siófok in 1878, Révész studied psychology at Göttingen and Berlin; he completed his studies in 1905 and, at the time he investigated Ervin, was a lecturer at Budapest University. The author of articles and books on the intersections of psychology, hearing, and music, among many other subjects, Révész developed interests in musical talent and the psychology of music, and was an exponent of experimental psychology - a symptom of an age confident that science could explain psychological phenomena. Rejecting what he considered the usual anecdotal approach to the subject of prodigies, he set himself the then radical task of quantifying his subject’s gifts, not only to understand this one prodigy comprehensively, but to extrapolate larger conclusions about the roots and development of artistic talent, perhaps even about artistic creativity itself.

He began conducting systematic experiments on Ervin in January 1910, though he had been aware of (and tested) the boy earlier, and continued studying him until January 1914. Nyiregyházi remembered  seeing Révész several days a week, except during the summer months or when he was out of town, usually for several hours before the big midday meal, sometimes in his family’s apartment and sometimes at Révész’s home. Révész conversed with Ervin, observed him playing and composing, and devised tests to gauge his gifts. Ervin did not mind these sessions. He saw them as outlets for his creativity, opportunities to talk about subjects that mattered to him with an intelligent, learned man who took what he said seriously. Révész administered the new intelligence tests of the French psychologist Alfred Binet and others, and determined that Ervin’s general intelligence was at least two or three years in advance of his age, though he noted that these tests did not account “for precisely that quality which is most remarkable in his intellect, its brilliance.” As the boy’s teachers reported to Révész, “it was generally sufficient to show or explain something to him once, after which he not only understood it, but grasped it in such a manner that, when the occasion arose, he was able to utilize it.” Révész did not hesitate to compare Ervin to the most famous of all musical prodigies: Mozart.

Ervin had absolute pitch of extraordinary acuteness. He could identify notes without hesitation or uncertainty, regardless of range, tone colour, or instrumentation, and could analyze wide-ranging, dissonant chords and tone clusters, in all registers, with astonishing accuracy, including chords of a half-dozen or more notes. His sight-reading was excellent, sometimes faultless. “Professional musicians who played chamber music with him were amazed at the musical feeling, precision, and artistic understanding which he showed when reading at sight,” Révész reported. Ervin could sight-read scores of nineteenth-century symphonies. “It was just like reading a book,” he said. He could transpose from key to key, usually with great ease; at ten, he could transpose pieces by Bach, and sonatas by Haydn and Beethoven, at sight. From as early as age four, he could improvise in various styles, with great imagination and emotional power. (His childhood performances often included improvisations on tunes of his listeners’ choosing.) His memory, too,  was astounding. At six or seven, he could learn a substantial piece by playing through it a few times; he learned the Schumann concerto by heart in about ten days, playing it no more than once a day. He could even play or write out flawlessly, from memory, music he had never played but had only read. (Révész saw him learn music by reading scores while humming and moving his fingers on a table.) And he did not forget. By the time he was a teenager, he was carrying whole repertories in his head - piano music, chamber music, symphonies, operas - and in his eighties he claimed to have at least three thousand compositions memorized.

For Révész, the “most conclusive evidence of his musical talent” was his creativity. He noted that at eight Ervin already had more than prodigious technique and command of the piano’s resources; he played with “extraordinary musical sense,” offering interpretations “not of a child, but of an artist of deep insight.” This opinion was widely held. Leó Weiner once said, in amazement, that the boy played Beethoven’s “Waldstein” Sonata better than Busoni did, and Nyiregyházi recalled playing that piece in a private concert, perhaps as young as age seven, and being greeted by stunned silence followed by cries of “Genius!”

Only very rarely, even among prodigies and great composers, does compositional talent show up in extreme youth, but Ervin, before he had received any instruction in composition or theory, possessed, as Révész noted, “a sound and genuine capacity to give form to thoughts and emotions.” He continued to compose after that first effort on his toy piano. He would wake up at six in the morning, while the rest of the family slept, and sneak into the living room to compose at the dining table. He had a piano in his bedroom, and sometimes improvised or sketched ideas at it, but could compose in his head, sometimes while moving his fingers on the table. Later, after the midday meal, while everyone else napped, he composed some more. Before long he had compiled an impressive portfolio. At age five, his compositions included a barcarolle, a “dance of elves,” and a programmatic piece titled On the Death of a Little Bird. Over the next six years, he wrote numerous pieces in generic Romantic  forms (ballade, fantasy, nocturne, scherzo, serenade, sonata, variation), as well as evocative works with titles like Longing, Spring Song, An Oriental Dream, Plaintive Sounds, and Life of a Butterfly, some of which evolved from improvisations based on stories his father told him or scenes in movies. He tackled some very ambitious works, too - orchestral pieces with lofty titles like The Life of a Hero and  Proclamation of the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai, a symphony (unfinished) on Napoleon, an oratorio on the death of Moses.

This music was, of course, derivative, influenced by respectable models like Beethoven, Chopin, and the Austro-German Romantics. Moreover, as Révész wrote, “Erwin’s compositions, as a rule, do not betray his Magyar descent”; only rarely did they draw on folk song, for instance.5 And they were “almost entirely free from the influence of well-known contemporary composers,” for he had little sympathy with most modern music. Indeed, his adult repertoire of twentieth-century music - the odd piece by Debussy, Bartók, Granados, Rachmaninov, Schoenberg, Strauss, and a few others - did not extend much beyond what was new when he was a child.6 In any event, his childhood music does not rank with that of the greatest composing prodigies, but he did write some works of considerable imagination, individuality, and [image: 007]

The opening of a serenade Ervin composed at age six (not, as indicated here, seven) and performed often in childhood recitals. Though the piece is, to say the least, modest - just thirty-three bars long, utterly banal - Nyiregyházi insisted to the end of his life that it was a “masterpiece.” (Reproduced from The Psychology of a Musical Prodigy, the 1925 English edition of Géza Révész’s book. International Ervin Nyiregyházi Foundation.) 


expressive power, and he explored a wide range of genres and styles and moods, often winning praise from his elders.

Révész marvelled not only at Ervin’s talent but at his adult seriousness, his voracious curiosity, his industry, concentration, and willpower, his sense of purpose. The boy had breathtaking self-confidence, too; Révész noted how Ervin “smiles in a superior manner” during testing. “When I was six,” Nyiregyházi said, “I thought I was greater than Beethoven.” In conversation, Ervin, like many prodigies, was an impressive and often amusing blend of child and adult. He pretended to mature insights and adult sophistication, in language that was often formal and pretentious. Révész dutifully recorded Ervin’s discourse, including his assessments of various composers: 






Bach is the stem of music, he stands on the highest summit of music, but not the summit of emotion. In his works only the music is perfect, but not the emotional idea.

 



Mozart was more delicate and light in feeling than Beethoven, but he was not so subtle in music and in his part-writing. Beethoven wrote more serious music than Mozart, for he probably experienced much more sorrow and bitterness than Mozart, and that is why Beethoven’s melodies speak to one’s heart more than Mozart’s.

 



Wagner was a very fine part-writer and a composer of great verve. I cannot say that he always made beautiful harmonies, but his harmonies always sound full and sonorous.

 



Bizet has composed very serious melodies, but by this I do not mean that his melodies are gloomy or too serious, but that they are well-thought-out and carefully considered. Of Schumann, one might say the same thing, but while his melodies are of a pleasantly serious, and dreamy character, Bizet’s are rather dramatic.



Révész was mightily impressed by it all: 





The degree of certainty with which he expressed his judgments on difficult questions, and the deep truths that lay in his utterances were almost incredible. He analysed his own inner life in the manner of a trained psychologist, he talked about his observations on himself clearly and consistently, and that which will appear still more marvellous to many people - he expressed himself with great caution and in remarkably pregnant phraseology. He often asked me whether what he was about to tell me would get “into the book,” for in this case, he said, “I want to express myself correctly, and you must pay great attention to me; for a single wrongly-chosen word may alter the meaning of the whole thing.” It was also characteristic of him to search eagerly at times for the right expressions and, if words failed him, to convey his meaning by expressive gestures. In the end, he made everything clear, sometimes repeated what he had said, and then asked whether one had understood it correctly.


 



(An exaggerated precision in conversation and writing was apparent throughout Nyiregyházi’s life. In interviews and letters, even casual conversations, he spoke sometimes to the point of verbosity and redundancy in an effort to make himself absolutely clear.)

The comments quoted above, though confidently expressed, are merely a smorgasbord of loftily expressed banalities and parroted ideas taken for original, and of course Ervin’s opinions were not informed by breadth of experience. Still, it is astonishing to witness the assurance of a boy this young in marshalling, developing, and expressing his thoughts, and Révész was correct to note that Ervin gave much original thought to received ideas, and often qualified his more sweeping judgments. His comments reveal a cautious thinker with a remarkable grasp of the world of music, already constructing a personal aesthetic in which everything had its place and determined to remain true to himself in the face of  opposition. Already, for instance - and all his life - he insisted that the “emotional idea” of a piece was his paramount concern, and was loath to discuss music in technical terms. In his seventies, talking to a friend about Bach’s fugues, he said, “Music that expresses only music is an empty shell.”

Sometimes, Ervin could not resist showing off. When, at age five, he visited the dentist and was asked to stick out his tongue and say “La,” he replied, “That’s not ‘La’ you said, that was ‘Fa.’” He was no older than six when, one night at the opera while listening to “La donna è mobile,” he loudly declared that the tenor was “no good” while his mother frantically shushed him. Showing his disdain for school, he once played a precocious trick on Leó Weiner. He played a little-known concerto by Mozart and claimed it was his own composition; Weiner, as expected, dismissed it. A week later, he played something of his own and claimed it was a little-known work by Mozart; Weiner, as expected, praised it. When Ervin revealed his ruse, his teacher was startled, and his father was pleased that his son could fool such a man - though he said, “Don’t tell Mama.”


Erwin Nyiregyházi: psychologische Analyse eines musikalisch hervorragenden Kindes [psychological analysis of a musically prodigious child] was published in Leipzig in 1916. The only book ever devoted to the close scientific study of a single prodigy, it is still in print and still cited. While its scientific methods, analyses, and occasional pretensions have been challenged by some later psychologists, as have its claims to yield broad conclusions about prodigies, artistic development, and artistic creation, the book remains something of a classic in the literature on gifted children and the psychology of music. But Nyiregyházi believed that Révész had missed his essential personality, that the book revealed only his gifts, not his spiritual ideas. “I never told him what I really felt,” he said. “He never suspected my real feelings.” To his last wife, he was blunter: “It wasn’t me. The Révész book is a counterfeit.”
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Prodigy’s Progress

Ervin became the focal point of the Nyiregyházi household once his musical gifts were recognized. His parents permitted him to concentrate on his musical and intellectual development, apparently unconcerned about the consequences of spoiling him and denying him a normal childhood. He was not expected to play, do chores, dress himself, or cut his own food. For the rest of the family, breakfast usually consisted of rolls and butter, but Ervin, even when money was tight, got soft-boiled eggs, hot cereal with cream, and rolls with marmalade, and for the late-morning meal, perhaps a steak or veal with potatoes. He was exempted from public school; instead, he was tutored at home in non-musical subjects several times a week, and appeared at school only to take year-end exams. He did not regret missing school, he said, and it is easy to imagine what torments might have befallen him there. He had few friends. Naturally isolated by his gifts and interests, he was further isolated by his introversion, his shyness, his seriousness - he had little of the frivolity of youth. Other boys poked fun at him. As with many male prodigies, “feminine” traits like sensitivity were more pronounced than “masculine”  traits like physical bravado; to make matters worse, his mother made him wear long hair, and a 1918 article noted the “girlish purity” of his eyes. Then there was anti-Semitism: many Jewish boys in Budapest were tutored at home for that reason.

Even among other musicians and prodigies, Ervin was ill at ease, and his great talent bred jealousy in his rivals. He recalled that one of his colleagues at the academy, Jenő Blau, a violinist a few years older than he, would push him down the stairs in fits of jealousy and, despite reprimands, stopped doing so only after Ervin rounded on him one day and said, “Is this how you want to prove you are a good Jew?” Some twenty years later, Nyiregyházi met his former tormentor at a party in New York, and Blau “turned crimson” when Nyiregyházi innocently greeted him by that name. Blau, who had psychological issues with his Hungarian and Jewish roots, was by that time famous in America as a conductor, under a new name: Eugene Ormandy.

Ervin’s father was “his chief support in life,” Révész wrote. “We owe it to his memory to record the fact that he wished to secure for the boy a quiet and undisturbed period of training. He was far from desiring, as often happens in the case of the fathers of ‘child prodigies,’ to exploit his son’s talent as a means of subsistence for the whole family, but, on the contrary, did everything in his power to assist him to become not only a fine, but a thoroughly well-trained artist.” Moreover, Ignácz had “a deeper understanding of musical matters than is usually found in chorus singers. Erwin’s mother also possessed considerable musical talent and appears to have been a better musician than the father; he, on the other hand, seems to have had a more intimate inner relation to music than his wife.” Nyiregyházi cherished this distinction. His father, he said, wanted him to follow his own inclinations, play whatever music gave him satisfaction, and realize his potential as an artist. His recollections of his father were affectionate; it was his father, he said, who really understood him, and with whose musical tastes he empathized.

Mária’s view of music was more practical, commercial, cynical. “My father strongly leaned towards the dramatic, intense, impassioned music  of mostly notable operatic composers,” Nyiregyházi recalled, “whereas my mother’s musical taste was more for Beethoven, Mozart, also Bach, therefore music that was more in conformity with her goal and endeavour to develop me into a concert pianist and prepare me for a concert career.” Mária saw in her son a Mozart whom she could exploit to elevate the family’s financial and social status, and the inevitable conflict with Ervin’s burgeoning idealism left him deeply embittered. Already as a five-year-old, he said, “My mother hated me. She said, ‘This boy will never make any money. He likes Puccini.’” She tried to dissuade him from playing the operatic and orchestral music he loved, because “you can’t make money on love.” But Ervin already considered music a calling, a mission, a way of life, not a trade, even though he was ill suited in terms of a career to anything else.

His mother prevailed. She was the stronger parental personality; her needs and desires dominated the household. Ignácz was more reflective, more easygoing, though he also had a fondness for drama (“Nothing was too wild for my father”). Mária was bossy, censorious, argumentative, narcissistic, with some classically obsessive characteristics: she was precise and punctual, and expected perfection from those around her. “My father was a complete slave of my mother,” Nyiregyházi said. It was she who directed the boy’s musical education. After Ignácz went off to the opera house in the morning, she hovered as he practised. She made him play Bach, Czerny studies, dreary scales and other exercises, and she selected his repertoire. Ignácz encouraged his composing; Mária merely tolerated it. While Ignácz sat with him at the piano, telling him stories while he improvised, Mária hectored in the background, lamenting this waste of time. (Ervin’s teachers tended, mostly, to reinforce his mother’s views.) With Mária intent on moulding a professional pianist, a joy was becoming a chore; playing the piano was becoming Ervin’s job - and he resented it. By undermining his independence of mind and sense of self-direction (both typical of prodigies), Mária inadvertently taught him a lesson that would have grave consequences for him in later life: his real musical  and spiritual views would have to be guarded jealously, and kept private, for they were not compatible with a musical career. At home, he had to fight and connive to make time for the kind of music-making he preferred. When he was no more than five or six years old, he would go into a dark room and stick out his tongue at his mother and his teachers. “I hated them,” he said.

In public Mária promoted her son as a prodigy, but in private she was endlessly critical of him. She scoffed at teachers who coddled him. What he called Weiner’s “loving nature” irritated her, as Siklós’s indulgence had, for she believed that her boy needed stern discipline and feared that praise would swell his head. She would say that Weiner could not be much of a teacher if he could find nothing to criticize in him, and that critics who praised his playing obviously knew nothing about music. She claimed she did this for his own good, but there is little doubt that she was jealous of her son, and sought to knock him off his pedestal. She was probably living vicariously, realizing her own thwarted artistic ambitions, through Ervin, and so resenting him, too. In any event, he was obviously the key to fame and fortune for his family, so his mother made sure to maintain a tight grip on that commodity.

Ervin, alas, did not have a personality that was motivated by resistance to conflict; he needed gentle encouragement and respect. His mother’s criticism did not inspire him; it wounded him - and changed him. As a very young boy, he was spontaneous and uninhibited in expressing affection, even with strangers. He told Révész, “I do not like to compose sad things, for I do not like sadness, I only love the joy of living,” at which he stretched out his arms “as if he wanted to embrace the whole beauty of nature.” Révész continued, “Erwin was a child in the full sense of the word; a clever, gay, friendly, charming boy. After overcoming the first shyness, which he always cast off quickly, he became friendly, confident and amiable; and he charmed every one with whom he spent any length of time. . . . He played as children play, was fond of boyish exploits, and enjoyed them very much.”

This side of his personality deteriorated, thanks to his mother. “My father praised me; my mother criticized. My father liked me to be outgoing; my mother wanted me to be reserved and proper.” By the time he was ten, he said, much of the child had been crushed out of him, and by the time he was a teenager he had become an introverted, painfully shy, neurotic, and deeply melancholy boy, quick to hurt, somewhat paranoid, now prone to stage fright; moreover, he carried deep-seated anger, resentment, and bitterness that sometimes exploded in episodes of defiance, and he would mine this lode of rage for the rest of his life. (As we will see, there is no “joy of living” in his later compositions.) He came to believe that if his mother loved him at all, it was for what he could accomplish, not who he was. He stopped expecting nurture, however much he desired it, and in adulthood, as a result, he was fatally insecure. Having never felt a mother’s unadulterated, unconditional love, he was incapable of complete trust, and tended to sabotage even his closest relationships.

Though Mária was the dominant parent, Ignácz was not without fault. “My father told me wonderful stories,” Nyiregyházi said, “but he beat me because I was so dumb with my hands.” Ervin seemed incapable of doing anything except play the piano; he struggled to button his shirt or trousers or tie his shoelaces or put a stamp on a letter or open an envelope without tearing it with his teeth.7 And so his father would spank or slap him for his stupidity and helplessness. Ignácz had a streak of anger that erupted from time to time.  Ervin saw his father curse his grandmother, Szidónia, as “an uneducated shit-hole” and throw her cooking to the floor, and when he was eight or nine he saw a “nightmare” that “I wish I could obliterate from my memory”: his father beating Szidónia. In a moment of candour, he allowed that his father, while better than his mother, was still not “good enough.”

Nyiregyházi always tended to see things in black and white - beginning with the splitting of his parents into good and evil. Given that he exaggerated his father’s benevolence and forgave him his faults, his demonizing of his mother may have been excessive. He lived in a home conducive to musical growth, and had he been one of those prodigies passionately committed to a career in music he might have found his mother a less oppressive taskmistress. Judging from his own recollections, her overseeing of his artistic development was not nearly as tyrannical as that of some stage parents - one does not have to read far in the literature on gifted children to see that. He said that his mother never beat him, only sometimes pinched his buttocks, and that she took his side when his father hit him. But such was his sensitivity that his mother’s faults sufficed to prove devastating. Perceiving himself to be emotionally deprived, struggling with the conflicting emotions of youth, he seems, self-defensively, to have projected all of the blame for his anxieties onto his mother, making her the enemy of everything he held dear. She died in the Holocaust, and he was once (while drunk) heard to say that Hitler was a great man because Hitler had killed his mother.

His relationship with his mother had an enormous impact on his personality. In him, the grandiosity and narcissism typical of adolescence were greatly magnified; they were a kind of armour against anxiety but did not protect him from a crippling fear of criticism and a dread of the expectations of others, as though he had internalized his mother’s carping, and he was terrified at the prospect of abandonment by those he loved. The powerful pride that made him insist on his artistic and intellectual superiority wrestled with his profound insecurity.  Presumably some of the praise he received as a child was merely polite - did Europe’s greatest musicians really think his compositions ranked with Beethoven and Brahms, as they sometimes said? - but he always took it seriously, and to the end of his life he had an insatiable thirst for the most sycophantic flattery; he thought it his due, for such was his need to be reassured of his worth. He learned to respond passively, helplessly to conflicts, preferring to withdraw or flee from rather than confront them. (“Whatever obstacles were put in my way, I just gave up,” he said.) Having chafed under his mother’s domination, he came to insist stubbornly on personal freedom. He was quick to perceive - and resent - any check on his liberty, and so inevitably ran into problems with managers, friends, lovers. He invariably bit the hands that fed him. Even when receiving the well-intentioned love and professional help he craved, he resented being in debt, which he equated with being under someone else’s control, and so would assert his independence, with often disastrous results. Determined never to be ruled, as his mother had ruled him, he sabotaged his personal life and career again and again.8
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