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ABSTRACT

In a letter to William Primrose, dated September 8, 1945, Béla Bartók indicated that his Viola Concerto (BB 128,
1945) was ready, with only the mechanical work remaining. It seems reasonable to posit that the composer had
the entire work in his mind at the time of his death; however, the famous fourteen pages that he left behind are
far from complete. While the manuscript does not provide any information regarding various aspects (such as
dynamics and performance instructions), it does reveal a great deal about the structure and form of the work.
Nevertheless, numerous uncertainties still remain, and the formal plan that Bartók outlined in his unsent letter
draft of August 5, 1945, further complicates the situation. This study provides an overview of the hypotheses put
forward in previous studies (by Sándor Kovács, László Somfai, Donald Maurice et al.) as well as the practical
solutions proposed in editions by Tibor Serly, Peter Bartók/Nelson Dellamaggiore/Paul Neubeuer (the so-called
“Revised Version”), Csaba Erdélyi, Miklós Rakos, and Lars Anders Tomter. The study reviews six topics: the
handling of the incomplete recapitulation of the opening movement, the utilization of the enigmatic bridge
material, the use of the sketches and drafts in , the planned but missing acceleration in the finale, the presence of
the ritornello concept, and the intended number of movements and overall structure.
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1. INTRODUCTION1

Over the past five hundred years, various theories have been developed about the process of
composing music. In the Lutheran German countries of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, for
example, the so-called rhetorical structure was applied to the process of musical composition.2

According to this system, the first stage of composing was called inventio. In this phase the
composer must invent the subject, i.e., the main musical themes and ideas, and find the appro-
priate key and meter. Then came the dispositio phase, which involved arranging the material,
themes, and other ideas into forms and structures. The composer then proceeded to the elocutio,
also called decoratio, where he or she should add details to the existing musical structure and
develop the instrumental and vocal figuration. This is followed by the preparation of the work
for actual performance: the memoria and the actio or pronuntiatio (i.e., the memorization or
rehearsal and the actual performance).

During the 1980s and 1990s, László Somfai published comprehensive studies on Béla Bar-
tók’s compositional method.3 According to Somfai, a Bartók composition in the 1930s and
1940s passed through approximately six stages: (1) preliminary sketches, (2) continuous draft,
(3) a fair copy on tissue and proofs of it with corrections, (4) sets of proofs with corrections,
(5) the authorized edition, (6) further corrections in the composer’s personal copy or in errata
lists, based on the experiences of the early performances.

Notwithstanding the fact that the two systems summarized above are based on very different
fundamental premises and seek to elucidate the musical styles of different historical periods, it is
nevertheless worthwhile to attempt to establish parallels between them. The concept of inventio
can be considered analogous to the sketches, with the important addition that a portion of the
inventio occurred within the draft. The draft generally corresponds to the phase of dispositio,
although in some cases the elocutio or decoratio may also commence within this source type.
The primary domain of the decoratio is, however, the fair copy, or to be more precise the process
of preparing the fair copy. Subsequent proofs of the fair copy (e.g., the engraver’s copy) and the
sets of proofs may also present opportunities for additional decoratio.

In a draft of a letter to William Primrose dated August 5, 1945, but probably never sent, Béla
Bartók wrote that since mid-July “some viola-concerto ideas” “stirred” at Saranac Lake, “which
gradually crystalized themselves,” and although the work was still in “embryonic” state, he could
outline a “general plan” for his Viola Concerto (BB 128, 1945). All these indicate that he had
likely completed the phase of inventio. According to the letter, the Viola Concerto

… will be in 4 movements: a serious Allegro, a Scherzo, a (rather short) slow movement, and a finale
beginning Allegretto and developping [sic] the tempo to an Allegro molto. Each movement, or at
least 3 of them[,] will be preceded by a (short) recurring introduction (mostly solo of the viola), a
kind of ritornello.4

1For the location of the sources, the following abbreviations are used: Paul Sacher Stiftung, Basel, Sammlung Béla Bartók
5 PSS SBB; Budapest Bartók Archives: BBA.
2A substantial body of literature exists on this topic. This summary is based on KRONES, “Musik und Rhetorik.”
3Summarized in SOMFAI, Béla Bartók, 28–33.
4Facsimile and transcription in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 14–15.
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In his subsequent letter, dated September 8, 1945, which was actually sent to the viola player,
the composer unfortunately did not make mention of the intended structure and form, but
wrote that the Viola Concerto “is ready in draft so that only the score has to be written which
means a purely mechanical work, so to speak.”5 This can be interpreted as an indication that the
phases of inventio as well as the dispositio had been completed and that Bartók’s focus was now
shifting to the elocutio.6 One might therefore even assume that all the basic thematic material for
the work was already set down in the manuscript.

One and a half weeks later, on the evening of September 21, 1945 (i.e., the day before his
hospitalization), however, Bartók appeared less sure when discussing the status of the Viola
Concerto. When Tibor Serly inquired if the work was ready, the composer, according to Serly,
provided a concise and enigmatic response: “yes and no,” further adding that “while in sketches
the work was by and large finished, the details and scoring had not yet been worked out.”7 To
put it in other words: although there were some, probably minor questions still open on the
dispositio, Bartók knew exactly how he wanted to proceed with the elocutio, but he had not yet
put everything down on paper.

This is confirmed by the 14 pages of music that he left behind.8 The existing manuscript
(hereafter simply referred to as the MS) consists of four bifolios, totaling 16 pages, but only 14
pages contain music, and since the first page introduces material that is present in a more fully
developed form on another page, the remaining thirteen pages can be considered the represen-
tative of the entire work. According to László Somfai, the MS compared to the draft of Piano
Concerto no. 3 (BB 127, 1945) or any other draft that Bartók himself orchestrated, can at best be
classified as an early draft, something between categories (1) and (2) outlined above.9 Therefore,
the MS represents “the preliminary stage of a multi-movement composition” only,10 the first
layers of the compositional process, and thus offers almost no insight into the elocutio of the
material. Of greater significance for this study is the fact that the MS also offers restricted and
occasionally contentious information regarding the dispositio, i.e., structure and form.

As Bartók did not clearly indicate the beginnings or endings of the movement, a comparison
of his “general plan” with the MS is a plausible way to get an idea of what is in the manuscript.
It should be noted, however, that on the one hand the existing material does not appear in the

5Facsimile and transcription; ibid., 16–19.
6György Kroó did not dispute the fact “that in his own mind Bartók had completed the Viola Concerto, or that he had at
least arrived at a definite concept of the work”; however, he sensed “a desire to reassure” in the letter in question; see
KROÓ, A Guide to Bartók, 247.
7Serly’s interview, which originally appeared in the New York Times, December 11, 1949, is reproduced in MAURICE,
Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 23–25.
8PSS SBB, 85FSS1.
9SOMFAI, Béla Bartók, 112. ANTOKOLETZ, “Bartók’s Viola Concerto,” 84 claims that the manuscript is “a relatively
late draft of the short score.” Malcolm Gillies notes that the manuscript “was only in the mid-to-late process of
creation”; see MAURICE, “Panel Discussion,” 42.

10BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 23.
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order that was probably envisioned.11 Furthermore, as will be demonstrated later in this study,
not all statements from Bartók’s “general plan,” written down in early August, 1945, were still
valid in mid-September, 1945.

As Table 1 illustrates, according to Somfai’s description,12 almost all the ingredients for
“a serious Allegro” in sonata form are present in the MS. Some of them appear in multiple
versions, but a portion of the recapitulation is not notated. While it seems that no separate
sketches for “a (rather short) slow movement” exist, the probably nearly complete material in a
two-staves format sketchy draft is on page 3, which outlines a three-part form with a quasi-coda:
“A Section,” “B Section,” “Return of A Section,” and “Ritornello Section” (terminology accord-
ing to Donald Maurice).13 The surviving material for “a finale” is fragmentary: a standalone
sketch (in one staff) of the “Folk-like Melody … Scottish Influence”14 appears on page 2, and a
continuous draft of the movement (in three or four staves) appears on pages 4–7, with very
sketchy and more detailed sections alternating. At least the solo viola part is more or less notated

Table 1. Ingredients for “a serious allegro” in the MS of the Viola Concerto

11As for the order in which Bartók worked on the various sections, Somfai ventured to speculate; see BARTÓK (pref.),
SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 27. Antokoletz suggests that Bartók
developed the material in a way that roughly corresponded to the order of the pages; see MAURICE, “Panel Discus-
sion,” 16–17 and ANTOKOLETZ, “Bartók’s Viola Concerto,” 70.

12BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 23.
13MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 89–93.
14Ibid.
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throughout, so this movement could also be considered complete in terms of structure: like the
“(rather short) slow movement,” the “finale” suggests a three-part form with a coda.

“A serious Allegro,” “a (rather short) slow movement,” and “a finale” clearly exist in the MS,
although in the case of the latter there are no traces of the “Allegretto and developing … to an
Allegro molto.” More fundamental problems arise, however, when one wants to look for the
ingredients of “a Scherzo.” The idea of a “(short) recurring introduction (mostly solo of the
viola), a kind of ritornello” is also not clearly traceable in the MS.

Due to the temporary inaccessibility of the MS and the pieces of information provided by
Serly,15 it has long been assumed that the structure and form did not present significant
challenges in the preparation of Bartók’s Viola Concerto. Consequently, in the early years much
of the discourse has focused on the solo viola part and on other interpretational questions of
the work, and this tendency is also present nowadays. In this study, however, I will return to the
issue of the form and structure, which I consider to be a more fundamental one: at least some
information is available regarding the dispositio, which provides a basis for discussion, but in
contrast, almost nothing is known with certainty about the elocutio. In the following lines, I will
re-examine the main questions of the form and structure of the Bartók Viola Concerto and
provide a concise overview of the hypotheses and practical solutions that have been proposed
over the past seven and a half decades.

2. STUDIES AND EDITIONS EXAMINED

This study is based on an examination of a careful selection of earlier studies, as well as the
editions currently available at the Budapest Bartók Archives.16 In the context of Bartók’s Viola
Concerto, the term “reconstruction” is typically employed; however, given that it is not possible
to reconstruct something that never materialized in its complete form, I prefer to use the neutral
term “edition.” In general, studies are more adventurous in nature, as they are not required to
prove their theses through practice. Conversely, editions are more pragmatic and sometimes
deliberately ignore facts to achieve a result that works well on a concert podium.

Chronologically the first candidate is, of course, composer-violist-conductor Tibor Serly’s
edition, prepared between 1946 and 1948, premiered on December 2, 1949, by William Primrose
with the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra conducted by Antal Doráti, and published with a
1950 copyright notice by Boosey & Hawkes.17 The foreword of this edition did not clarify the

15In his foreword to the score, Serly stated that “Bits of material that came to his [Bartók’s] mind were jotted down
without regard for their sequence. The pages were not numbered[,] nor the separation of movements indicated.” Serly
continued, however, adding that “the greatest difficulty encountered was deciphering his correction of notes.” See
SERLY (ed.), Bartók: Concerto for Viola, II.

16The 2010 edition by Tabea Zimmermann, which has recently been cataloged in the Archives, was intentionally
excluded from this selection: structurally and formally it is almost identical to the Serly edition.

17SERLY (ed.), Bartók: Concerto for Viola. The history of this reconstruction is told in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola
Concerto, 35–44 and 53–71.
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extent of Serly’s own contributions. Serly gave a “belated” but detailed description only
in 1975.18 It should be stressed that Serly knew Bartók’s letter of September 8, 1945 (which
was sent to Primrose and a copy of which became part of the collection of the New York Bartók
Archives),19 but he was certainly not aware of the existence of the letter draft of August 5, 1945,
which outlined the “general plan” (which, as said above, in all likelihood was not sent to
Primrose, but which Ditta Pásztory took back to Hungary and which became part of the
collection of the Budapest Bartók Archive).20

The MS’s whereabouts were unknown from ca. 1951–1953 until its rediscovery in 1972.21 Thus,
only third- or fourth-generation photocopies of the thirteen pages that contained the last version were
circulated in the United States. This may be one of the reasons why Atar Arad’s pioneering works
from the 1970s were primarily limited to note corrections and did not impact the orchestration or
structure of the work.22 In 1963, however, Serly deposited high-quality photocopies of the thirteen
pages in the Budapest Bartók Archives, thus enabling interested scholars and performers on the other
side of the Iron Curtain to examine them and make comparisons with the published form.23

Consequently, the first and most comprehensive analysis of the draft and Serly’s edition took
place in Hungary – however, almost two decades later after the donation and in the years
following Serly’s death. Sándor Kovács, then a young musicologist (later also an influential music
critic and distinguished professor at the Ferenc Liszt Academy of Music), provided a thorough
examination of the inaccuracies, misinterpretations, and omissions in Serly’s edition, as well as an
analysis of the nature of Serly’s orchestration in 1981.24 Already here, Kovács questioned Serly’s
proposed solutions to the structural problems inherent in the MS. Kovács’s ideas were refined in
his 1982 German-language paper and in his article on Bartók’s last concertos in the 1993 Bartók
Companion.25 It should be emphasized that Kovács was the first who could take the “general
plan” described in Bartók’s letter of August 5, 1945, into account. On the other hand, he could
still work using photostat copies only, which bore arbitrary page numbers by Serly. That is the
reason why he gave a somewhat different description of the manuscript than later scholars, who
had the opportunity to see either the original MS or the facsimile edition of it.26

After the reappearance of the MS, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, three teams working
independently in the USA undertook the development of a more faithful realization. The version
by Peter Bartók, Nelson Dellamaggiore, and Paul Neubauer was first performed in 1993 and

18Serly’s article “A Belated Account of a 20th-Century Masterpiece” is reproduced with critical commentaries in MAUR-
ICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 45–51.

19Now: PSS SBB, BB-MISC.
20BBA, BA-N 186/21. According to the inventory of the Archives, this draft was part of the collection as early as 1961, but
it was not examined until 1979.

21MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 32–33.
22It is mainly for this reason that the proposals put forward by Arad will not be examined in this paper. On Arad’s work,
see MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 99–101.

23BBA, BA-N 1371.
24KOVÁCS, “Reexamining.”
25KOVÁCS, “Formprobleme”; KOVÁCS, “Final Concertos.”
26See the illustration in KOVÁCS, “Formprobleme,” 383. The thirteen pages correspond to pp. 12, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 3,
2, 4, 5, 6, 7.
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subsequently published in 1995.27 (This edition was called the “Revised Version” on the front
cover; although this term is highly questionable, it will be referred to hereafter as such, without
quotation marks.) Further commentaries by Peter Bartók and Dellamaggiore were published in
the 2000 book Bartók Perspectives.28 One of the main “novelties” was the enlarged introduction
to the finale proper. In 2001, under Elliot Antokoletz’s supervision, Stephanie Ames Asbell
submitted a DMA dissertation on Bartók’s Viola Concerto, including a detailed analysis and
discussion of the edition by Serly and the Revised Version.29

In conjunction with the new practical edition, a facsimile edition of the Viola Concerto was
published by the Bartók Records in 1995, accompanied by a fair transcription by Dellamaggiore
and a commentary written by László Somfai.30 Later on, Elliot Antokoletz offered additional
commentaries drawing upon the facsimile edition.31

While the publication of the facsimile edition facilitated access to the Bartók Viola Concerto
for those interested in the work, the new Boosey & Hawkes edition effectively precluded further
attempts for the following decades and negated the contributions of Csaba Erdélyi and Donald
Maurice, who were active contemporaneously with Peter Bartók and his team. Erdélyi’s recon-
struction was first performed in a private concert in 1992, but he continued to refine his edition
in the following decades.32 For this study, the slightly different 2002 viola-piano reduction and
the 2004 full score were taken primarily into consideration;33 however, in some cases his 1991
and 1996 editions are also referred to.34

Maurice withdrew his own edition, which he had been developing between 1987 and 1993,35

but in 2004 published an exhaustive book on the Bartók Viola Concerto, where he not only
addressed hypotheses but also compared the Serly edition, the Revised Version, and the Erdélyi
edition. He also described more or less his own practical solutions.36 Another important work of

27DELLAMAGGIORE and BARTÓK (eds.), Bartók: Viola Concerto. Its genesis is detailed in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola
Concerto, 102 and 104–106.

28BARTÓK, “Correcting”; DELLAMAGGIORE, “Deciphering.” According to Maurice, Dellamaggiore already made a
detailed log of the decision-making process followed by Peter Bartók and himself in January, 1992, which has not been
released for publication; see MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 104.

29ASBELL, Béla Bartók’s Viola Concerto.
30BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto.
31From his many statements his 2012 paper was examined; see ANTOKOLETZ, “Bartók’s Viola Concerto.”
32For a description of the versions up to 2001, see MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 101–102.
33ERDÉLYI (ed.), Bartók: Viola Concerto. Viola & Piano; ERDÉLYI (ed.), Bartók: Viola Concerto. Viola & Orchestra. The
score is slightly different from what he recorded in 2001 with the New Zealand Symphonic Orchestra, conducted by
Marc Taddei. It is known that a 2016 version also exists, on which the 2017 European first public performance was
based; see https://www.digitalconcerthall.com/en/concert/51040 (accessed: July 29, 2024). It is also mentioned in Lars
Tomter’s unedited explanatory notes to his edition (copy in the BBA).

34BARTÓK and ERDÉLYI, Viola Concerto. Viola – piano score [1991], BARTÓK and ERDÉLYI, Viola Concerto. Viola –
piano score [1996].

35MAURICE, “Panel Discussion,” 22–23.
36MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 106. He asserts that his 1993 edition is free of cross-influences. However, based on
his summary of the edition, it appears that he was at least partly influenced by Kovács (or that his solutions were
coincidentally similar). The recording of his 1992 performance, which is now available online, confirms this, see https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v5t8roEn5VyeU (accessed: June 16, 2025).
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his is the transcript of the panel discussion that took place in 1997 at the International Viola
Society conference in Austin, where Maurice, Erdély, Neubauer, Antokoletz and Malcolm Gillies
had the opportunity to exchange views.37

The present study furthermore examines two recently proposed reconstructions that have
not yet received broader attention. In the mid-2000s, Miklós Rakos, a Hungarian orchestral
violist and violin teacher with an interest in researching the history of Hungarian string music,
commenced work on an edition for viola and piano, which was completed in 2016.38

As indicated by the title of his publication, Rakos sought to reconstruct the structure of the
work in accordance with the Fibonacci sequence.39 His edition contains a lengthy introductory
foreword, which is in fact a collection of all his studies published on the subject between 2006
and 2016. In a 2017 article, he summarized his views on the structure and form, and announced
that Balázs D. Kecskés was already preparing an orchestration based on his edition.40

The Rakos–Kecskés edition was premiered on April 11, 2019, by Máté Szűcs and the Pannon
Philharmonic Orchestra of Pécs, conducted by Máté Hámori.41 One apparent “novelty” of this
edition was the inclusion of sketchy material preserved on page 2 which was not used in the
previous editions (and which will be discussed in the continuation of this study).

The solutions proposed by viola soloist Lars Anders Tomter in his 2016/2017 edition,
predominantly based on musical intuition rather than source studies, will also be considered.42

Tomter in fact made two orchestrations; the one for chamber orchestra was premiered in 2021
by Tomter and the Fjord Festival Strings, conducted by Øyvind Bjorå.43 Tomter’s edition is the
first to include all the material present in the MS.

3. MECHANICAL OR VARIED RETURN IN THE RECAPITULATION
OF THE “SERIOUS ALLEGRO”

In the “serious Allegro,” as mentioned before and indicated in Table 1, the recapitulation of the
second part of the transitional section is not fully written out. On page 13 of the MS, where the
viola starts to explore the triplet figure in descending direction and where it introduces what
Maurice termed as “Folk-like Melody” which gives way to canonic texture, only the solo part is
notated. The subsequent section is missing entirely, but on page 14 of the MS, Bartók left a

37MAURICE, “Panel Discussion.”
38RAKOS (ed.), Bartók-Brácsaverseny. In October, 2011, Rakos delivered a lecture at the International Viola Society
Congress in Würzburg entitled “The Melodic Sources of Bartók’s Viola Concerto and Its Restored Structure with the
Aid of the Fibonacci Number Sequence.” A summary of the lecture was published in the Deutsche Viola Gesellschaft’s
journal, Die Viola (December, 2011), and in the Australian and New Zealand Viola Society Journal (June, 2012). These
articles were not examined in this research.

39A concept which was previously completely turned down by Maurice and others; see MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola
Concerto, 85–98.

40RAKOS, “Megjelenés előtt.”
41See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v5hxR3Ykc9ukU (accessed: July 29, 2024).
42TOMTER (ed.), Bartók: Viola Concerto. Unpublished. It was donated to the Budapest Bartók Archive by Tomter with
explanatory notes.

43See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v5vGLR-NdWV-M (accessed: July 29, 2024).
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section of five staves blank between the end of the viola’s statement of the “Folk-like Melody”
and the beginning of the “Subordinate Theme.” Given that the “serious Allegro” is clearly
written in a classical sonata form, it is indisputable that here a canonic texture in the full
orchestra should lead to the recapitulation of the “Subordinate Theme,” just as in the exposition.
The question is whether a(n almost) mechanical return or a varied one would be more
satisfactory.

Antokoletz claimed that

there isn’t any single recapitulation in Bartók’s music that looks exactly or much like the original.
Rather, everything is transformational, variational. … So, to assume that the recapitulation would
have been exactly the same – Bartók simply mechanically writing out the material from the expo-
sition – is a mistake.44

To discover what Bartók might have done, Asbell compared the exposition and the recapitula-
tion of the first movement of the Third Piano Concerto and concluded that the variation in the
recapitulation of the “serious Allegro” of the Viola Concerto should be limited to textural
alterations, rather than introducing structural changes.45

In his edition (mm. 175–184), Serly further developed the material of the exposition by
increasing its length from seven to ten measures by introducing an additional measure before
the canonic entries (m. 175, motive in broad quarters played by the unison trumpets;
see Example 1a), and by composing a longer written-out ritardando (mm. 181–183) and an
additional measure (m. 184) foreshadowing the beginning of the “Subordinate Theme”
(see Example 2a). In the Revised Version (mm. 174–182), Serly’s solution is only slightly
shortened: the additional measure before the beginning of the “Subordinate Theme” is omitted.
The concept of a varied return, however, persists: the additional introductory measure in unison
trumpets was expanded to (m. 180; see Example 1b), and the written-out ritardando, although

Example 1a. The “heraldic” trumpet fanfare by Serly in his edition

44MAURICE, “Panel Discussion,” 17.
45ASBELL, Béla Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 109.
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in a shortened form, also remained (see Example 2b).46 Tomter (mm. 174–183) synthesized the
approaches proposed by Serly and the Revised Version, retaining the additional introductory
measure in while maintaining Serly’s written-out ritardando and the additional measure pre-
ceding the “Subordinate Theme.” Tomter commented that the idea of the “heraldic” trumpet
fanfare, which evokes the brasses in the Concerto for Orchestra (BB 123, 1943; mov. I, m. 326),
is “a brilliant idea of Serly”; he further noted that he thinks that in this instance Serly’s approach
is more in line with Bartók’s style than that of the sketches.47

Example 1b. The “heraldic” trumpet fanfare in the Revised Version

Example 2a. The end of the missing section in Serly’s edition

46For a more detailed analysis of this section, see ASBELL, Béla Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 109–110.
47Tomter’s unedited explanatory notes (copy in the BBA).
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Erdélyi also believed that “an orchestral tutti, different to and stronger than the equiv-
alent passage in the exposition, is required here.”48 His solution (see mm. 174–180) is also
not a verbatim recapitulation and is also rooted in Serly’s, though it deviates further from it.
Erdélyi eliminated the extra “heraldic” measure prior the beginning49 but added a new
measure at the end, started by an eighth rest and followed by a written-out ritardando of
six eighths in the clarinets and bassoons (see Example 2c). His solutions were subsequently
adopted by Rakos.

In his “Belated Account,” Serly remarked that “the second time Bartók might have altered
this tutti more than I dared to chance.”50 Kovács, as if reacting to Serly’s remark, noted that
Bartók had left the appropriate empty space in the MS, indicating that he “undoubtedly
conceived of an unchanged recapitulation to the relevant section of the exposition, transposed
into the appropriate key … should he have planned any changes, he would obviously [have]
marked them.”51

The case of the draft score of the last movement of String Quartet no. 4 (BB 95, 1928)
simultaneously supports and refutes Kovács’s claims.52 On page 28, there are two empty spaces.
At the bottom, the verbatim quotation of the end of the first movement is not written out.

Example 2b. The end of the missing section in the Revised Version

48ERDÉLYI (ed.), Bartók: Viola Concerto. Viola & Piano, 47.
49It is, however, still present in the 1991 and 1996 editions.
50Cited in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 46.
51KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 317.
52PSS SBB, 62FSS1. For a diplomatic transcription of the draft score of movement V, see BARTÓK, String Quartets Nos.
1–6 (2), 192–203.
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However, at the top of the page, the end of “3. Teil (freie reprise)” – “Part Three (free recapit-
ulation),” as Bartók called it in his own analysis53 – is also missing. This is a piece of music that,

Example 2c. The end of the missing section in Erdélyi’s edition

53For a recent English translation see BARTÓK, String Quartets Nos. 1–6 (1), 232–233.
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although developed from ideas already introduced, has never been used in a similar form before.
It is possible that Kovács had in mind the case, already discovered by the end of the 1970s,54 that
in the continuity sketch for String Quartet no. 2 (BB 75, 1915–1917; mov. III, mm. 88–113,
which may or may not be a Debussy quotation,55 but in any case it seems to be prefabricated
material) Bartók left the appropriate space blank.

According to Maurice, in his edition “the section [the orchestral tutti with the canonic
elaboration] is repeated exactly as in the exposition, being seven measures long,”56 meaning
that he was the only one to try out a mechanical return, suggested by Kovács, in the action.
However, Maurice does not reveal in his book how he solved the connection between the end
of the orchestral interlude and the beginning of the “Subordinate Theme.” This detail is
important because, if the canonic texture intended for the full orchestra is transposed pre-
cisely, the section concludes an octave higher than would be required for the subsequent part.
Maurice’s 1992 recording confirms that, despite restricting himself to seven measures, he also
implemented minor adjustments; thus the recapitulation in his edition is not mechanical
either.

4. THE ENIGMATIC LENTO PARLANDO

On page 15 of the MS, the section that follows the double bar-line at the end of the “serious
Allegro” comprises thirteen measures of music featuring a slow viola melody that is succeeded
by a brilliant descent. At the conclusion, a continuation in time and an eighth note C (the
lowest note of the viola) is explicitly indicated. It is followed by a blank space which also
terminates the page. This section was designated as Lento parlando by Serly, which is incon-
gruent with Bartók’s established nomenclature; however, for the sake of simplicity, I will also
utilize this designation in the following discussion. The Lento parlando section is arguably the
most puzzling issue, and the proposed solutions have generated the most contention.

Serly used this material as a link between the “serious Allegro” and the “(rather short)
slow movement.” To connect the two movements attacca and to resolve the issue of ending
the first movement on C and beginning the second movement in E (what Serly considered a
contradiction),57 he composed four additional measures for solo bassoon derived from the
oboe melody that appears immediately after the double return in the recapitulation (see
Example 3). As Kovács rightly pointed out, “[a]fter the forceful key of C the modulation
seems much too sudden, and the ‘subtonic dominant’ before the E major chord is far more
reminiscent of Kodály’s style than Bartók’s,”58 but on the other hand, as Tomter com-
mented, “still by far the best solution to rescue an impossible choice,” the inclusion of the
Lento parlando.59

54LAMPERT, “Bartóks Skizzen.”
55TORNYAI, “Does Bartók Quote.”
56MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 108.
57According to his “Belated Account,” quoted in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 48.
58KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 307. See more on this section in ibid., 320 and KOVÁCS, “Final Concertos,” 551–552.
59Tomter’s unedited explanatory notes (copy in BBA).
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Both the Revised Version and the Erdélyi scores retained Serly’s basic concept, but both
removed Serly’s additional measures. In his fair transcription published in the facsimile edition,
Dellamaggiore placed Lento parlando between the “serious Allegro” and the “(rather short) slow
movement.” However, in the Revised Version, a measure in brackets indicates a slower repetition
of the descending six-note pattern of the solo viola, which descends only to E (see Example 4).
The last three notes of the scale (D♯–C♯–C), present in the MS, are omitted “on the assumption
that these three notes were appended to the ritornello only for the purpose of leading into the
Scherzo.”60

Erdélyi rendered this section almost exactly as Bartók wrote it, Serly’s five measures are
simply replaced by a sustained open C in the solo viola and the second movement follows
directly. In his commentaries at the end of the reduction for viola and piano, Erdélyi
claimed, that

Bartók may have originally intended to follow the first movement with a scherzo in , but there is no
completed material in the draft for it. The second movement follows quite naturally from this
point.61

Example 3. The end of the Lento parlando and the additional measures by Tibor Serly

Example 4. The end of the Lento parlando and in the Revised Version

60DELLAMAGGIORE and BARTÓK (eds.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, [I]. For a more detailed analysis of this section, see
ASBELL, Béla Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 112. During the 1997 discussion Paul Neubauer stated that “I also worked with
the Hungarian conductor, Ivan Fisher [recte: Iván Fischer], who said that instead of just going down to the E major, he
thought it would be more authentic to have it leading [i.e., to play also the notes E and D♯ of the descending scale]. So
in that particular performance, I of course acquiesced to the conductor and it was also effective.” Quoted in MAURICE,
“Panel Discussion,” 42.

61ERDÉLYI (ed.), Bartók: Viola Concerto. Viola & Piano, 45.
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The hypothesis, that the original plan may have been for “a Scherzo” to follow the Lento
parlando, was already circulating in the 1970s,62 but was first worked out in detail by Kovács
in the early 1980s. He demonstrated (see Example 5) that the Lento parlando can be used as a
link to the section involving rising sevenths and falling fourths, what is in Serly’s edition the
“Introduction to [the] Third Movement” (terminology according to Maurice).63 Later on,
Maurice toyed with the idea that the Lento parlando is probably an initial draft of “a (rather)
short,” but meanwhile discarded “slow movement” that leads directly, as Kovács proposed, to
the section involving rising sevenths and falling fourths. Because of being an undeleted but
evidently discarded section, Maurice recommended the complete omission of the Lento
parlando.64

The concept of the Lento parlando leading directly into the section of ascending sevenths
and descending fourths was implemented only in Rakos’s edition, albeit in a manner different
from that envisioned by Kovács or Maurice: in Rakos’s edition, the Lento parlando serves as a
bridge after the “(rather short) slow movement.” To connect the two, a modulatory measure
was added (see Example 6). According to Rakos, the rationale behind the placement of the
Lento parlando on page 15 of the manuscript, at the conclusion of the first movement, rather
than on page 2 or 3, where he claims it would be more logical, is based solely on thematic
correlation.65

It should be noted that Rakos’s solution has created a new problem: in his edition two similar
sections are placed near each other. The similarity between the Lento parlando and the end
of the “serious allegro” (Bartók’s term) as well as the end of the “Ritornello Section” (Maurice’s
term) of the second movement was already recognized by Somfai, although he did not verbalize

Example 5. The connection of Lento parlando and “Music in ” as demonstrated by Sándor Kovács in
The Bartók Companion

62In his “Belated Account,” Serly wrote: “I should mention at this point that it may have been my description of this
vexatious enigma which could have created the false rumour that Bartók intended to add a fourth movement to the
concerto.” Cited in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 47.

63KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 303–305; KOVÁCS, “Formprobleme,” 387–388. Kovács’s idea was taken on by Antokoletz;
see MAURICE, “Panel Discussion,” 41.

64MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 86.
65RAKOS (ed.), Bartók-Brácsaverseny, 37–39.
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it clearly. According to him, in all cases the solo viola ascends after a period of repose and
descends from the very high to the very low. Therefore, Somfai proposed that the Lento parlando
section may not be a subsequent piece of music but rather a variant of the end of the opening
movement.66 Unfortunately, Somfai did not specify exactly which section would be replaced by
the Lento parlando. In my opinion, his proposal could be put into practice by replacing the
entire “Coda” with the Lento parlando.67 The question of where this section leads, however,
remains still unanswered.

Tomter eschewed source studies entirely, basing his concept on his own intuitive in-
sights, and he relocated the Lento parlando to the last movement (mm. 221–235 in his
edition). Tomter claimed that this alteration would facilitate a more effective transition
from the first to the second movement, thereby aligning with Maurice’s assertion. Addition-
ally, he concluded that the finale would consequently gain greater substance, a more appro-
priate weight, and a more suitable duration, “enriching the Finale and balancing the
concerto as a whole.”68

In addition, there is a less important but still open question about the Lento parlando.
In Bartók’s notation, it is unclear whether one or two descending passages are required (cf.
end of page 15, end of staves 20–22 and beginning of staves 23–24). If we assume that there is

Example 6. The “Ritornello” of the “(rather short) slow movement” connected to the Lento parlando in
the edition of Rakos

66BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 26.
67Another option is to change the falling pentatonic scale in solo viola and the section afterwards to Lento parlando.
68Tomter’s unedited explanatory notes (copy in BBA).
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only one downward passage in the parallel places (i.e., at the end of the “serious allegro” and at
the end of the “(rather short) slow movement”; the latter is termed by Maurice as “Ritornello
Section”), it seems logical that there should be only one here, i.e. the beginning of staves 23–24
should be interpreted as a correction or a written-out version of the end of staves 20–22.

Nevertheless, all editions concur that two descending passages are necessary, but they render
them slightly differently (see Example 7).69 In Serly’s edition the first lasts only to E2, instead
of E in the solution proposed by the other editions, derived from Bartók’s remark “skála leg-
le[jjebb]” [scale to the very bottom]. In Tomter’s edition, this first group consisting of seven
notes is notated with two stems instead of one, making it augmented compared to what is before
and what comes after. Another difference is that in the Revised Version and Tomter’s edition,
the chords are only presented under the first descending passage, while in Serly’s and Erdélyi’s it
is present under the first passage and the first note-group of the second passage.70 In Rakos’s
viola-piano score the chord is present under the first passage, but it was probably omitted in the

Example 7. The climax of the Lento parlando in the viola part a) in Serly’s edition; b) in the Revised
Version; c) in Tomter’s edition; d) in Rakos’s edition (slurs, dynamics and fingerings omitted)

69In the following section, I will not discuss the enharmonic changes. On this issue see ASBELL, Béla Bartók’s Viola
Concerto, 124–125.

70In his 1996 edition Erdélyi presented the same solution as seen in the Revised Version.
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orchestrated version.71 In Rakos’s edition the rhythm of the first group of the second passage is
somewhat augmented.

5. UTILIZING THE SKETCHES AND DRAFTS IN

On page 3, right after the end of the draft of the “(rather short) slow movement,” and on page 2,
except for staves 1–2,72 there are different fragments in duple meter, which were cautiously
termed by Somfai with the neutral expression “Music in .”73 If we stick to Bartók’s “general
plan,” described his unsent letter of August 5, 1945, these can be interpreted as sketches and
drafts for “a Scherzo” – these were first identified as such by Kovács.74 The reproduction of page
2 is shown in Facsimile 1, and Table 2 gives an overview of these items, introducing reference
numbers for the ease of later discussion.

From the structural point of view, items I–III were used in almost the same way in all
editions: they serve as the “Introduction to [the] Third Movement” (Maurice’s term). The
odd one out is Rakos’s edition, where, as described above, item I is preceded by the Lento
parlando, and not by the “Ritornello” (i.e., the end of the “(rather short) slow movement”). It
should be noted that Kovács speculated on the possibility that item I might be not a predecessor
of item II but a reference to the return of the “Scherzo” part,75 but his speculation was turned
down by Somfai, who wrote that the 10 measures after the double bar-line of the slow movement
“makes a perfect bridge to use the 3

4 music on page 2,” which “could have been Bartók’s basic
idea at the time he informed Primrose that the draft had been completed.”76

Item III has a sketchier continuation in “cryptic notation using symbols” (item IV), followed
by “a melody of 7 measures” (item V).77 The last two items were not included by Serly; they were
also missing from the edition by Maurice,78 and appear only in the Revised Version, and in the
editions by Erdélyi and Tomter. Bartók’s remark “tr és corni AB 8vb” is, however, interpreted
differently in each version. The philologically correct solution is in the Revised Version, where
only what is notated between the two capital letters (i.e., item II) is repeated (see mm. 84–92),

71The score of the orchestrated version was not available for this research. However, the chord in question is missing in
the recordings of the 2019 first performance and in a later performance, accompanied by the Haute école de musique
de Genève and conducted by Gábor Takács-Nagy on February 25, 2021; see https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v5hxR3Ykc9ukU and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v5KzmwbajW8A0 (accessed: September 2, 2024).

72On staves 1–2 (to be read in normal orientation) there is a correction to the beginning of “a serious Allegro,” cf.
Table 1.

73BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 23.
74KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 303.
75KOVÁCS, “Formprobleme,” 387–388.
76BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 26.
77DELLAMAGGIORE and BARTÓK (eds.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, [I].
78“It is the author’s view, however, that this fragment is too brief to suggest a movement, bearing in mind chat Bartók
stated that the concerto was completed in draft form and that the three known movements were structurally complete.”
Furthermore, he states that this section was also omitted in Erdélyi’s 1992 concert recording; MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola
Concerto, 22.
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Facsimile 1. Page 2 of the MS

Studia Musicologica 65 (2024) 3–4, 205–236 223

Brought to you by Metropolitan Ervin Szabó Library | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 01/12/26 11:45 AM UTC



followed by item V (see mm. 93–99).79 In the Erdélyi and Tomter editions, both items II and III
are repeated by the full orchestra (see mm. 84–99) and item V is used as a counter-melody to the
repetition of item III (see mm. 93–99).

Item VII was identified by Kovács as the main theme of a discarded finale in the tonality of
C, and item VIII, appearing below it, as a contrasting quasi-trio theme in E♭.80 While the latter,
termed by Maurice as the “Folk-like Melody attributed by Peter Bartók to a Scottish Influence,”
was (re-)used by the composer himself as the A♭-major theme of the “finale” (“B Section”
according to Maurice, erroneously realized in A major in Serly’s edition), items VI and VII
have only been included in more recent editions.

Rakos interpreted both items as a continuation of the “Scherzo,” which in his edition is
counted as the beginning of movement III (this phenomenon will be discussed in the next

Table 2. An overview of “Music in ” present in the MS of the Viola Concerto

Page Staves Ref. no. Description

3 17–19 I rising sevenths and falling fourths, draft score
of an introduction intended for orchestra with timpani

2
p

24–22 II the section between “A” and “B,” a draft score where
solo viola announces the previous motives in vertical
formation as a chord, accompanied by the orchestra

24–22 &
20–18

III the section after “B”, draft score of a chromatic link
for viola solo and orchestra

20–18 IV “tr és corni AB 8vb,” i.e., shorthand notation for a
repetition of what is between “A” and “B,” probably
intended for orchestra (including trumpets and horns)

without the soloist

20–18
16–13

V “melody of 7 measures” (terminology of the revised
editon), probably intended for orchestrawithout the soloist

7 VI sketch of a passage, probably intended for the solo
viola

6–4 VII sketch of a theme in C, probably intended for
orchestra,

with or without solo viola

3 VIII sketch of a theme, later appearing as the
“Folk-like Melody

… Scottish Influence” (Maurice’s term) in the finale

p

This page should be read upside-down.

79Cf. DELLAMAGGIORE, “Deciphering,” 263–266.
80KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 304. Somfai observed that this sketch has a darker shade of pencil than the themes above it;
see BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 26. RAKOS (ed.),
Bartók-Brácsaverseny, [4] suggested that item VIII was intended as the theme of the discarded scherzo.
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chapter). Rakos excluded item IV,81 but used item V in the orchestra and item VI in the solo
viola conjunctly (see mm. 27–31). After it, he realized item VII: the material on page 2, staves
5–4 of the MS is used as an orchestral tutti (mm. 34–49), while the material in staff 6, marked as
“rep.” by Bartók, is orchestrated for solo viola with accompaniment (mm. 50–59).

Tomter again freed himself from source studies. He used items VI and VII jointly in the
finale, in the return (Maurice) of the “A Section” (mm. 204–220). It should be noted that this is
the same place where Serly had previously inserted his nine additional measures to give the
soloist the “opportunity to utilize the total range of the viola with utmost brilliance,”82 which
were removed from all subsequent editions, including Tomter’s. His new additional measures,
based on items VI and VII, lead to the Lento parlando (mm. 221–235) which, as discussed in the
previous chapter, was also relocated to the last movement.

6. INTERPRETATIONS OF “A FINALE BEGINNING ALLEGRETTO AND
DEVELOPING … TO AN ALLEGRO MOLTO”

In his “general plan,” outlined in his letter draft of August 5, 1945, Bartók specified that the final
movement would commence at a moderately paced tempo and conclude with a more rapid one.
The only tempo marking that can be found in the MS of the Viola Concerto is, however, an
accel. in the “serious allegro,” development, end of section 2, which presents the orchestral
interlude after the new variant of the principal theme in five-beat canon accompanied by
arpeggios in solo viola alluding to B major. Consequently, the interpretation of “a finale begin-
ning Allegretto and developing … to an Allegro molto” is open, and the various solutions
proposed so far lack consensus.

In Serly’s edition, the scherzo-like material is incorporated into the second movement, func-
tioning as the “Introduction to [the] Third Movement” (term by Maurice), marked Allegretto.
The beginning of the finale proper, marked Allegro vivace, corresponds with the beginning of the
third movement. It is also noteworthy that the initial orchestral tutti and what Maurice calls
“B Section” have a slightly slower pace (see Table 3). Serly’s allocation is utilized by the Revised
Version and the edition of Erdélyi, and both attempt to apply the principle of “a finale beginning
Allegretto and developing … to an Allegro molto” to the construction of Serly.

In the 1995 revised edition the “Introduction to [the] Third Movement” (i.e., the end of mov.
II) is marked Scherzo83 and the beginning of the finale Allegretto. The following tempo changes

81“Page 2 of the manuscript reveals that Bartók originally intended to repeat measures 11–26 of the Allegretto [i.e., items
II and III] with the orchestra, but in the end – keeping in mind the symmetrical structure of the Allegretto – he opted
for the other version.” [A kézirat 2. oldala arról árulkodik, hogy Bartók eredetileg a zenekarral kívánta megismételtetni
az Allegretto 11–26. ütemét, de végül – az Allegretto szimmetrikus felépítését tartva szem előtt – a másik verzió mellett
döntött.] RAKOS (ed.), Bartók-Brácsaverseny, 40–41. Rakos does not reveal why he thinks Bartók would have changed
his original idea.

82Cf. Serly’s “Belated Account,” quoted in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 50.
83To be more precise, a poco a poco accelerando starts in the “Ritornello Section” (Maurice’s term) and lasts until the
point where the solo viola announces the rising sevenths and falling fourths in vertical formation as a chord; see
Table 3. Dellamaggiore claimed that “[t]he ‘scherzo’ tempo expression inserted … refers to the mood rather than the
form, since we will never know how Béla Bartók was planning to utilize the ideas written in this portion of the sketch.”
DELLAMAGGIORE, “Deciphering,” 266.
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Table 3. A comparison of the tempo inscriptions at the end of mov. II and in mov. III by Serly, “Revised
Edition,” and Erdélyi

Serly (1950) Revised Version (1995) Erdélyi (2004)

End of Mov. II

58 Allegretto, ♩ 5 112 (accel.)
p

Scherzo: Allegretto,
♩ 5 104

64 – – poco a poco accelerando

68 – Scherzo, ♩ 5 116–120 ♩ 5 112

82 – – accelerando

84 – – Più mosso, ♩ 5 120

99 – accel. –

Mov. III

1 Allegro vivace, ♩ 5 126 Allegretto, ♩ 5 132–138 Allegro vivace, ♩ 5 126

49 – poco allarg. –

50 – – poco rall.

51 Poco meno mosso,
♩ 5 116

Poco meno mosso,
♩ 5 120–126

Poco meno mosso,
♩ 5 116

65 a tempo (♩ 5 126) Poco più mosso, ♩ 5 126–132 Più vivo, ♩ 5 132

81 – accel. –

82 – – poco accelerando

84 – Tempo I (♩ 5 132–138) [Tempo I] ♩ 5 138

112 – – rallentando

114 Poco meno mosso, ♩ 5 108 Meno mosso, ♩ 5 108 Meno mosso, ♩ 5
c. 92–96

169 (168)
pp

– accel. –

173 (172) – – ♩ 5 100

174 (173) – – molto accelerando

178 (177) Tempo Io(♩ 5 126) Tempo I (♩ 5 132–138) [Tempo I] ♩ 5 138

205 (211) – – poco a poco accelerando

206 (212) – poco a poco accel. –

213 (221) – Allegro molto, ♩ 5 144–152 Allegro molto, ♩ 5 144

249 (257) – allargando molto (♩ 5 72) –

251 (263) – a tempo –

p

A poco a poco accelerando starts in the “Ritornello Section,” m. 54.
pp

From here Serly’s measure numbers (given in parentheses) are different from the Revised Version.
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of Serly were more or less kept (see Table 3), but an Allegro molto was introduced where the
opening melody is recalled by the viola in high register. This idea in general corresponds with
Somfai’s commentary, which raised the idea that “[p]erhaps the Rumanian-style dance theme in
[the tonality of] A, on page 4, was the Allegretto and the acceleration started only ca. on p. 6.”84

The Revised Version also incorporated a false ending in measures 249–251,85 which Erdélyi
considered “a gross mistake.”86

Whereas the Revised Version interpreted Bartók’s “a finale beginning Allegretto and devel-
oping … to an Allegro molto” only as a kind of stretto at the climax of the finale, Erdélyi’s
edition utilized this instruction likewise in a way that the material leading up to the finale should
also gradually accelerate. In his edition what Maurice calls as “Introduction to [the] Third
Movement” is labelled as Scherzo: Allegretto. Then an acceleration commences: a new metro-
nome number appears when the solo viola announces the rising sevenths and falling fourths in
vertical formation as a chord, and Più mosso and another metronome number are indicated
when the trumpets and horns enter. The finale starts as Allegro vivace, and the concept of the
rest is similar to the Revised Version (see Table 3).

Rakos’s solution is a mixture of a literal interpretation of the Bartók quote and of Erdélyi’s
solution. In his edition the finale begins with the material which is called by Maurice as
“Introduction to [the] Third Movement;” it is marked as Allegretto, ♩ 5 118 by Rakos. In
measure 28, which would be measure 84 in other editions, where the “melody of 7 measures”
(terminology according to the foreword of the Revised Edition) is combined with previously
unused material (see Facsimile 1 and cf. items V and VI in Table 2), the tempo decreases slightly
(♩5 112). It is only increased where the finale proper, also numbered as measure 1, begins. Here
the inscription is Allegro moderato, ♩ 5 120. After this, the pattern of Rakos’s tempo choices is
quite similar to that of the other editions. A major difference, however, is that he already utilizes
Allegro molto at measure 178, and although there is an accelerando before the climax (from
m. 205 on), from measure 221 the tempo gradually decreases, reaching a tempo giusto (without
metronome number) in measure 241.

In Tomter’s edition there are no metronome marks at all, and he used tempo markings
sparingly. As in the edition of Erdélyi, the “Introduction to [the] Third Movement” (Maurice’s
term) is marked Scherzo: Allegretto and the beginning of the finale Allegro vivace. He further
used the tempo markings of Erdélyi in measures 50, 51, 65, 112, 114, 174, and 178. In measure
221 the Ritornello (known as the Lento parlando) commences, and after that there is no tempo
inscription at all.

Finally, it is worth noting that the “finale beginning Allegretto and developing … to an
Allegro molto” is present only in the unsent letter of August 5, 1945, which does not guarantee
or imply that it was still relevant at the end of September, 1945. Consequently, it is debatable
whether the editors should take it up at all. Kovács proposed the idea of a potential withdrawn
early concept, according to which the “Introduction to [the] Third Movement” (Maurice) may

84BARTÓK (pref.), SOMFAI (comm.) and DELLAMAGGIORE (transc.), Bartók: Viola Concerto, 26.
85For a detailed justification see BARTÓK, “Correcting,” 254–258 and MAURICE, “Panel Discussion,” 38.
86MAURICE, “Panel Discussion,” 38.
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have served as the Allegretto, and the Allegro molto would have been constructed from items
VI–VIII of page 2 (cf. Table 2).87

7. THE PRESENCE OF THE RITORNELLO CONCEPT

In his letter of August 5, 1945, Bartók announced that “[e]ach movement, or at least 3 of them[,]
will be preceded by a (short) recurring introduction (mostly solo of the viola), a kind of
ritornello.” The ritornello principle was a significant form-organizing device in Baroque
concertos; however, this passage indicates that Bartók did not intend to employ it in this
manner, but rather to utilize it in the manner of his earlier works.

Prior to the Viola Concerto, Bartók employed the ritornello concept only twice in his
instrumental oeuvre, the first being in the orchestral work Dance Suite (BB 86, 1923). It was
premiered on November 19, 1923, on the 50th anniversary of the unification of Buda and Pest.
Less well known is the fact that the composer made a transcription for piano between January,
1924 and August, 1925, published by Universal Edition in the latter year. Bartók’s objective was
not a concert piece for solo piano, but a promotional tool for the orchestral work. Consequently,
he never performed it in concert and did not intend to do so.88 The piano version was premiered
only on February 20, 1945, in New York by György Sándor who, as a photograph attests,
discussed his interpretation with the composer.89 By this time, Bartók was presumably already
developing ideas for the Viola Concerto.90 It cannot be ruled out that it was this encounter with
one of his earlier compositions that prompted him to once again try out a ritornello concept.

The Dance Suite is in six movements, which are to be performed without a pause. However,
the lyrical, Hungarian folksong-like ritornello91 is announced only four times: (1) at the end of
the first movement, rehearsal no. 9, introduced by violins and passed on to the clarinets; (2) at
the end of the second movement, rehearsal no. 20, played by the clarinet, taken over by the
violins and the oboe; (3) at the end of the fourth movement, rehearsal no. 43, on violins and
celesta; and (4) in the finale just before the last climactic section that brings together most of the
earlier themes of the work, i.e., rehearsal no. 57, on violins. All but the last instance are marked
Ritornell in the score. As Bartók confessed, his use of ritornello concept had a programmatic
aspect.92

87KOVÁCS, “Formprobleme,” 390.
88All these details come from the Béla Bartók Thematic Catalogue by László Somfai (in preparation).
89BÓNIS, Béla Bartók, 515.
90It is known that the initial contact between Bartók and Primrose was before or in early December, 1944, and the first
available correspondence between Primrose and Bartók is the letter of January 22, 1945. It is also known that at the end
of January Bartók asked Boosey & Hawkes to send him a copy of Berlioz’s Harold in Italy; see MAURICE, Bartók’s
Viola Concerto, 10–14. Furthermore, Bartók wrote about the commission of a viola concerto for his son on February 8,
1945; see BARTÓK, My Father, 307.

91“The ritornello theme is such a faithful imitation of a certain kind of Hungarian folk melodies, that its derivation might
puzzle even the most knowledgeable musical folklorist.” This represents Bartók’s explanation in the draft of his 1931
Hungarian lecture “A népi zene hatása a mai műzenére” [The influence of peasant music on modern music], quoted in
TALLIÁN, Béla Bartók, 133.

92Ibid.
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The idea of a ritornello played by a lone viola evokes a more direct and in terms of date of
composition a more recent parallel in his oeuvre, the String Quartet no. 6 (BB 119, 1939). In his
last work composed in Europe, Bartók abandoned the arch form of his previous two string
quartets and approached unity along the movements in a different way. He introduced a Mesto
motto, initially presented by the viola alone at the beginning of the work, with variants appear-
ing at the beginning of the subsequent movements. In this way, the ritornello constantly
increases, “spreading cancerously over the work”93 and becoming the sole thematic content
of the final movement, eventually “consuming” the entire quartet.94 As many have discussed,
there may have been programmatic aspects to the use of this concept.95

Upon closer examination, the most important lesson to be drawn from these two works is
that, regardless of whether the ritornello serves as the primary organizing principle of the form
or merely as an occasional recurring element, if Bartók intended to use a ritornello, the relation-
ship between the ritornellos is clearly audible.

Asbell interpreted the two bridges, i.e., the Lento parlando and the “Introduction to [the]
Third Movement” (Maurice’s terms) as “a kind of ritornello” (Bartók’s term) and concluded,
that “[t]here is no clear relationship between the two shorter fragments that would suggest a
ritornello, and neither references any other thematic material in the concerto.”96 There are,
however, two sections in the MS of the Viola Concerto which could without doubt be inter-
preted as ritornellos: the very beginning of the “serious Allegro” (according to Maurice: “Intro-
duction”), and the very end of the “(rather short) slow movement” (according to Maurice:
“Ritornello Section”), where the main theme of the “serious allegro” is recalled in its original
tonality but with new harmonization and where the solo viola uses this material to climb to its
high register. The latter was commented on by Kovács thus: “[t]here isn’t any other section of
the work that would correspond so clearly to the idea of a ritornello.”97

There is a third section which could be a ritornello, and in fact is seen by many as such: the
so-called Lento parlando. Its beginning is certainly thematically connected to what Maurice
termed as the “Introduction” of the opening movement: one could see it as an inversion of
the first two measures, or a quotation of the third and fourth measures of the “Introduction.”
As discussed previously, its overall shape (i.e., presenting the theme, then climbing up to a high
register and descending from it) resembles the “Ritornello Section” (Maurice’s term) of the
“(rather short) slow movement” (Bartók’s term).

If one assumes that (1) the Lento parlando is located between the “serious Allegro” and the
“(rather short) slow movement,” or (2) the Lento parlando is discarded material and therefore
should not be incorporated into the piece, then the ritornello principle is limited to two thirds of
the concerto, since it is essentially absent from the “Scherzo” and the finale proper. Tomter,
therefore, included the Lento parlando section in the closing movement in part so that there
would be a ritornello in the last movement.

93SCHNEIDER, Bartók, 128.
94GILLIES, “Violin Duos,” 298.
95See e.g. KROÓ, A Guide to Bartók, 220; TALLIÁN, Béla Bartók, 207.
96ASBELL, Béla Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 22–23.
97KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 303.
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Rakos went further than anyone else and found four places that could be interpreted as
featuring a ritornello. The thematic material of the “Introduction,” of course, reappears several
times during the opening movement, given that it is in sonata form. Rakos claimed, however,
that what Maurice considers the first part of the “Coda” (mm. 205–221, in Rakos’s edition: mm.
203–219) is in fact the first ritornello. Rakos’s theory is based on the idea that while the first
thirteen measures of the “Introduction” (where the solo viola is only accompanied by the
timpani) are in A and evoke the folk song “Két szál pünkösdrózsa…”, measures 14–17 (where
the pizzicato strings enter)98 are in C and allude to the folk song “Röpülj páva…”;99 and they are
not joined together until the first part of the “Coda” (i.e., the first ritornello in Rakos’s
terminology).100

According to Rakos, the second ritornello equals with Maurice’s “Ritornello Section” of the
slow movement. In Rakos’s edition this section is followed by the Lento parlando, termed
“cadenza” (cf. Example 6).101 The third ritornello is, according to Rakos, “hidden”102 in mm.
56–59 of the second movement: these measures correspond to the last four measures to which
Maurice refers to as “Introduction to [the] Third Movement”. In Rakos’s edition the previously
not used theme in C appears (cf. item VII in Table 2; see the end of this section in Example 8)
and, according to him, these last four measures are a “rising counterpart of the falling la
pentatonic scale of the 1st ritornello,”103 i.e., the C2–B♭1–G1–F1–E♭1–C1 present in the theme
of the “Coda” of the opening movement.

The fourth ritornello is in the finale proper part of the last movement, measures 241–246
(i.e., the beginning of the “Coda,” according to Maurice), which in Rakos’s reading “is a variation
of the la pentatonic scherzo-theme” (i.e., the third ritornello), which in fact “is derived from the
main theme.”104 It should be noted that Rakos’s third and fourth ritornellos are moving away
from the concept of clearly audible music, which, as pointed out above, is an important element
in Bartók’s two other works involving a ritornello concept.

It is also possible that the cases of “a finale beginning Allegretto and developing … to an
Allegro molto” and “(short) recurring introduction (mostly solo of the viola), a kind of ritor-
nello” are identical in the sense that neither of them was valid any longer in September, 1945.
One should keep in mind that when Bartók composed String Quartet no. 6, the ritornello idea
was not part of his initial plan, it developed gradually.105 One cannot rule out the possibility that
the reverse has happened in the case of the Viola Concerto.

98This folksong was also used by Bartók as the starting-point of no. 37 (Prelude and Canon) of the 44 Duos for two
violins (BB 104, 1931–1932). For the details, see NAKAHARA, “A Triumph of Musical Order?,” 122–123.

99A variant of this folksong appears in String Quartet no. 1, mov. III, m. 94 and following (i.e., rehearsal no. 11).
100RAKOS (ed.), Bartók-Brácsaverseny, 33.
101Ibid., 39.
102Ibid., 40.
103Ibid., 24 (footnote).
104Ibid., 36 (footnote).
105BBCCE, vol. 29, 23p; BBCCE, vol. 30, 129–131.
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8. NUMBER OF MOVEMENTS AND OVERALL STRUCTURE

As previously discussed, the “general plan” of August 5, 1945, clearly outlined a four-movement
composition. It is possible that Hector Berlioz’s symphonic work, Harold in Italy, may have
influenced the initial plan for a four-movement structure.106 However, as already demonstrated
earlier in this study, an analysis of the extant manuscript reveals discrepancies between its
contents and the structure proposed in the unsent letter.

Peter Bartók stated that the MS confirms the plan of an initial four-movement concept, as “it
contains four distinct beginnings, each started on the top of a different page.”107 The manuscript
preserves, however, only three movements that are fully structurally defined, as well as a
cadenza-like transition that occurs after the conclusion of the “serious Allegro” and leads to a
different key and time-signature than that of the beginning of the “(rather short) slow move-
ment,” plus some material in which can be interpreted as fragments of a “a Scherzo” and/or
transitional material which links the slow movement and the finale. The four-movement
concept is partly confirmed by Bartók’s timing on the bottom of page 3, the page with the
sketchy outline of the “(rather short) slow movement,” where a rough timing of a three-move-
ment form (“18 ½” in total) and an estimated time of a longer, presumably four-movement
version appears (“(25?)”). At the top of page 13, at the end of the development and the
beginning of the recapitulation of the “serious Allegro,” however, another timing appears, which
clearly indicates a three-movement concept with a total duration of “20015.”

Example 8. Rakos’s edition, mov. III, introduction to finale proper (mm. 50–59)

106MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 14.
107BARTÓK, “Correcting,” 252.

Studia Musicologica 65 (2024) 3–4, 205–236 231

Brought to you by Metropolitan Ervin Szabó Library | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 01/12/26 11:45 AM UTC



Serly, who was unaware of the letter of August 5, 1945, worked out the material as a three-
movement work in which all the movements or parts follow each other without interruption.
It is plausible that he found an example and was thus influenced by Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy’s well-known Violin Concerto in E Minor (1838–1844, rev. 1845). In Mendelssohn’s
work, too, the slow movement is followed by a thematically unrelated part (Allegretto non
troppo) leading up to the real finale (Allegro molto vivace); this parallel, by the way, was also
raised by Serly in his 1969 interview with David Dalton.108 In Mendelssohn’s work, as in the
Bartók/Serly Viola Concerto, the first movement is somewhat oversized,109 and the cadenza is
also before the recapitulation of the main theme, accompanied by the soloist’s arpeggios.
Although there is no cadenza-material in Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto between the opening
Allegro molto appassionato and the Andante, the attacca is achieved by the bassoon, which holds
the note B, fifth of the final chord (E minor), becoming the leading tone of the key of the next
movement (C major). It is possible that Serly orchestrated his own link for a solo bassoon based
on Mendelssohn’s idea.

The source material for the Bartók/Serly Viola Concerto, and thus the detailed genesis of that
edition, has not yet been fully researched.110 At this point, however, it is still worth noting that
there was some hesitation on the number of the movements and the beginning of the third
movement. Serly first probably divided the whole work into only two movements. In an early
manuscript of the version for violoncello and orchestra, only two movements are marked, the
sections Adagio religioso (i.e., beginning of the slow part), Piangendo (i.e., the middle section of
the slow part), Allegretto (i.e., the scherzo material) and Allegro vivace (i.e., the beginning of the
finale proper) are written consecutively, divided only by a thin double line.111 On Serly’s
autograph of the viola part, written on transparent tissues and dated December 15, 1947, the
beginning of the “Music in ” (Somfai’s term) is labelled as the start of the attacca “3rd
movement.”112 In his autograph of the piano score, also written on transparent tissues, dated
December 15, 1948, however, the organization of the movements corresponds with the version
known from the 1950 edition.113 Nevertheless, in the program of the 1949 premiere the

108Quoted in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 41.
109Allegro molto appassionato: 528 mm.; Andante plus Allegretto non troppo: 123 mm.; Allegro molto vivace: 234 mm.
110The (very bold) first steps were made by MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 35–70.
111PSS SBB, 85STCFC1, pages 7–9. For the dating, see Serly’s letter to Victor Bator of January 29, 1948: “At last we have

the copies of the Concerto on tracing paper for both cello and viola with complete piano reduction.” The facsimile of
this letter is in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 162.

112PSS SBB, 85SVFC1, pages 7–8. It should be noted that probably erroneously there is no inscription for the slow
movement, and the counting of the measures re-started at the Allegretto (start of the scherzo-like section) as well as at
the Allegro vivace (the finale proper). This version originates probably from early 1948 as Serly in his letter to Bator,
dated December 19, 1947, wrote that “I have completed my own sketch form of the entire Viola Concerto” and “… the
contemplated solo violist should have a copy to practise very soon. A copy for this purpose will be ready within a week
or two”; see the facsimile of this letter in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 161.

113PSS SBB, 85SVPFC1, page 22. In the copy of Serly’s autograph viola part, used as the engraver’s copy of the first
edition of the viola part, the inscription “3rd movement” was canceled and “III” was added to its final position both by
Primrose (in blue ballpoint pen) and the editor of Boosey & Hawkes (red pencil); see Basel, Paul Sacher Stiftung,
Sammlung Béla Bartók, 85SVFC2, page 8.
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movements appeared differently: “I. Moderato, II. Lento [parlando] – Adagio religioso, III.
Allegretto–Allegro vivace.”114

Serly implemented a multitude of minor alterations, in part to enhance the balance of the
movement; as this is widely known, it will not be elaborated upon in great depth here.115 These
were subsequently treated with ambiguity by subsequent scholars and were removed in all
subsequent editions.

Kovács, as already outlined, did not have the opportunity to study the original MS and wrote
his studies prior to the release of the facsimile edition, having limited information about the
paper structure of the source. Nevertheless, he already suggested that Bartók originally had a
four-movement concept which he might have changed to a three-movement concept. However,
the three-movement structure proposed by Kovács differs from the prevailing understanding of
the piece by Serly. Kovács posited that the middle movement would have consisted of an
introduction (equivalent to what Serly designated as Lento parlando), which would have pro-
ceeded to the material that was preserved on page 2, which “has a movement character or the
value of an independent section of a movement at least.”116 This would then have been followed
by a slow middle section (the actual slow movement), which would have led to a return of the
scherzo. As Kovács later noted, “such a form would have been the ‘negative’ of that found in the
Second and the Third Piano Concertos, for in both of these works the slow parts frame the
central ‘scherzo’.”117 In the conclusion of his 1981 article he outlined three possible solutions to
fix the issue of the movement order in the Bartók/Serly Viola Concerto: the first option repre-
sents a return to Bartók’s “general plan,” the second denotes a quasi five-movement structure
described above, and the third is a kind of getaway version, where all the problematic material
(the Lento parlando and all the “Introduction to [the] Third Movement”) should be
eliminated.118

Since the release of the facsimile edition, it is now generally accepted that the timing on page
3 was set down prior to the timing on page 13 and thus in Bartók’s Viola Concerto the three-
movement concept was the “Fassung letzter Hand.” The structure of the Viola Concerto un-
derwent a significant transformation between August 5 and September 8, 1945: Bartók began
with a four-movement plan (allegro–scherzo–slow movement–finale) that included introduc-
tions probably for the allegro, scherzo, and finale. Later, however, Bartók probably settled on a
more traditional three-movement structure, and the idea of a scherzo movement was aban-
doned, the scherzo material being probably reused as the introduction to the finale.119

The editions that have emerged since the 1990s have accepted and largely followed the
formal solution suggested by Serly and later on by the facsimile edition, retaining the concept
of three movements, where the scherzo material is utilized as part of the second movement, as

114A facsimile of the program of the world premiere is reproduced in MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 179.
115Instead, see ibid., 35–53.
116KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 303.
117KOVÁCS, “Final Concertos,” 554.
118KOVÁCS, “Reexamining,” 306.
119MAURICE, Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 85–86.
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an introduction to the finale.120 The Revised Version and Erdélyi’s edition, while removing all of
Serly’s additions (including the link between the Lento parlando and the slow movement),
enlarged the “Introduction to [the] Third Movement” to achieve, in Kovács’s word, “a move-
ment character or the value of an independent section of a movement at least.” Rakos and
Tomter were a bit more adventurous. As discussed previously, Rakos incorporated the Lento
parlando into the slow movement and enlarged even more the section what Maurice called
“Introduction to [the] Third Movement,”121 which Rakos designated as being part of movement
III. Tomter also reorganized the existing material in order to remove the Lento parlando from its
place between the first two proper movements and to achieve a more balanced third movement.

At the end, it should be noted that a comparative analysis of the extant manuscript of the
Viola Concerto and the draft complexes of other Bartók compositions at analogous stages of
the creative process indicates that Bartók may have made substantial departures from his
original plan during the preparation of the final score, including potentially fundamental alter-
ations to the formal structure of the work. I will now briefly recall a few parallel examples from
Bartók’s string quartet oeuvre. In the case of String Quartet no. 3 (BB 93, 1927), Bartók initially
sketched two movements in the order fast and slow; however, he subsequently altered this order,
and the idea of the Prima Parte–Seconda Parte–Ricapitulazione della Prima Parte–Coda (which
is a “quasi ricapitulazione della seconda parte”) developed gradually during the drafting
phase.122 In the case of String Quartet no. 4 (BB 95, 1928), Bartók initially had a four-movement
concept, like the early stage of the Viola Concerto: an opening movement, a scherzo, a slow
movement, and a finale. However, after fair copying the first three movements and while
working on the finalization of the last movement, he decided to add a second scherzo, the
Allegretto, pizzicato.123 In the case of String Quartet No. 6 (BB 119, 1939), as already mentioned,
the ritornello idea was not part of the initial plan; furthermore, a fast finale was abandoned and
replaced with a slow one, developed from the ritornello material. It is also noteworthy that when
Bartók sent a copy of the final manuscript of the Sixth String Quartet to his publisher, he noted
that it could not be printed yet, as it was still possible that he would change the finale.124

These examples demonstrate that if we were to decipher these string quartets based solely on the
sketches, without reference to the final version, our results would be markedly different from those
ultimately reached by Bartók. In other words, although the final consensus is that the Viola Concerto
consists of three movements, the question is not only which three movements, or what sub-unit each
movement contains, but whether this was indeed the final decision. With all this in mind, one should
not dismiss out of hand the more adventurous hypotheses made by Kovács and the solutions
provided by Rakos or Tomter, since no one knows what Bartók’s choice would have been.

120It should be noted, however, that in his 1991 edition Erdélyi used continuous measure-numbering throughout the
entire concerto.

121Rakos’s edition, however, restarts the measure count at the beginning of finale proper.
122BBCCE, vol. 29, 21p. Asbell speculated that if the order of movements in the Viola Concerto proposed by Serly and the

Revised Version” is accepted, then “Bartók seemed to have a similar problem creating a transition from the slow
movement to the faster dance rhythms of the third movement.” ASBELL, Béla Bartók’s Viola Concerto, 25.

123BBCCE, vol. 29, 23p.
124Ibid., 29–30p.
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9. CLOSING REMARKS

It seems likely that Bartók died shortly after he had completed the dispositio phase of the
compositional process of his Viola Concerto in his mind but before he had notated it. Conse-
quently, the MS leaves unresolved numerous significant points regarding its overall form and, to
some extent, its local structure. Some of the sketches give rise to even more questions regarding
the organization of the material than they answer. In general, the inclusion of secondary sources
of information serves only to confuse rather than to help clarify the matters in question. In the
last half century, numerous proposals have been put forward to omit or rearrange the extant
material. Nevertheless, despite the considerable efforts made, the so-called Bartók Viola
Concerto has remained a rather mosaic-like and structurally problematic (albeit highly
successful) work. Considering the issues discussed in this study, it is unlikely that the MS will
provide a definitive solution, and the debate remains open, with further hypotheses and editions
to be prepared in the future.
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