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CHAPTER I 

BIOGRAPHY 

 

József Gát was born on December 26, 1913, in Székesfehérvár, Hungary1 to 

Bernát Grosz and Aranka Armuth, who were merchants. József was the youngest of six 

children, Albin, Ferenc, Rózse, Ilona and Lajos. Bernát was an iron wholesaler2 and 

owned a scrap metal shop. He also owned a hotel, which was called Fekete Sas Fogadó, 

which means Black Eagle Inn.3 The family lived at the same address as the hotel, with 

József’s brother Lajos Gát listed on the official documents as the registered business 

owner.4 The building was used for a time by the parachute club, was later purchased by 

the state, and is unused today.5  Bernát was a Municipal Committee Member of the 

Hungarian Iron and Iron Merchants, as well as Vice President of the National Association 

of Industrialists.6 He was also the head of the Jewish National Position in Hungary for a 

while.7 Gát’s last name was originally Grosz (which means big), a common German 

name.  While attending The National Hungarian Royal Academy of Music, József 

                                                
1 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
2 Ibid. 
 
3 Ibid. 
 
4 Ibid. 
 
5 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
6 Holocaust Documentation Center and Memorial Collection Public Foundation, “Search 
the commemorative book,” Holocaust Memorial Center in Budapest, 
http://hdke.hu/emlekezes/emlekkonyv/kereses?page=17 (accessed May 25, 2012). 
 
7 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
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changed his name to avoid being confused with another student of the same name who 

had Nazi political leanings.8  József wanted his new last name to be short, and he wanted 

it to start with the same letter as his original name. Gát means dam in Hungarian. His 

brother Lajos also changed his last name from Grosz to Gát.  

József’s family financial situation allowed him to receive a good education and to 

receive instruction in music and foreign languages.9 József displayed his talent as a 

pianist at a young age, and at the age of eighteen he was admitted to the National 

Hungarian Royal Academy of Music to study trombone with Pál Trebuss and 

composition with Zoltán Kodály.10 József had to switch his major from trombone to 

piano due to a lung disease, believed to be tuberculosis. His professors were the most 

prestigious in Hungary, many of whom had a connection to Béla Bartók. According to his 

grade book from the Franz Liszt Academy, he first studied piano with György Kósa, who 

had collaborated with Bartók on the four-hand version of Bartók’s The Miraculous 

Mandarin.11 He eventually studied with Béla Bartók.  When Gát was young he heard a 

radio recording of Bártok and said, it “made me crazy. I knew then that I had to get to 

Budapest to study with that man.”12 Gát and Bártok were very close, and Bártok said that  

 

                                                
8 Eszter Fontana, Interview by author, Leipzig, Germany, July 22, 2011. 
 
9 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
10 Ibid. 
 
11 Malcolm Gillies, The Bartók Companion, (Portland, OR: Amadeus Press, 1994), 74. 
 
12 E. Clyde Whitlock, "Cliburn Juror Speaks, Love of Music Key To Career," Fort Worth 
Star-Telegram, October 4, 1966.  
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Picture 1. Bernát Grosz 
Source:  Holocaust Documentation Center and Memorial Collection Public Foundation, 

http://hdke.hu/emlekezes/emlekkonyv/kereses?page=17  
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Picture 2.  The Black Eagle Inn 
Source:  Eszter Fontana
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the only pupil with whom it was worthwhile working was Gát.13 According to Gát’s son 

János, Gát was invited to Bártok’s house to rehearse with trio members, Szigeti (Violin) 

and Kerperly (Violoncello) so that Bártok could listen to his compositions.14  

Bártok left the Franz Liszt Academy in 1934 for a full time position at the 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences, where his focus was folk music. According to his grade 

book, József then studied piano with pianist Imre Stefániai, who had been a student of 

Ernst von Dohnányi. Gát also started studying pedagogy in 1936 with Rezső Kókai, 

Margit Gaál and Arnold Székely, who were contemporaries of Bartók. Gát studied wind 

orchestra and four years of chamber music with composer Leo Weiner. Gát was in the 

choir under the direction of Jenő Ádám for five years and also studied composition for 

five years under Zoltán Kodály. In addition Gát took two years of score reading and 

orchestration from Kodály.  

Gát studied music theory under Antal Molnár, who was a part of the Waldbauer-

Kerpely String Quartet that premiered Bartók’s string quartets and also the author of the 

first analyses of Bartók’s music and the first book on Kodály.15 Gát studied music history 

from Géza Molnár, who was also a music critic,16 and Dénes Bartha, who wrote articles 

and edited a book on Bartók’s studies in musicology.17 Gát received his university 

                                                
13 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
14 Ibid. 
 
15 Ferenc Bónis, Béla Bartók His Life in Pictures and Documents, (Budapest: Corvina 
Kladó, 1982), 284.  
 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 Todd Crow, Bartók Studies, (Detroit, MI: Information Coordinators, 1976), 231-232. 
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graduation certificate in composition on September 27, 1937, and his certificate in 

pedagogy on June 15, 1938.18 

Shortly after graduation, on July 21, 1938, József married Magda Veszprémi.19 

They first lived in Budapest at 7 Garay Street but then moved to Budakeszi (ten 

kilometers west of Budapest) to a house with a large garden. They believed that they 

would be safer from the political tensions and potential roundup of Jewish people by 

living in the outskirts of Budapest.20  There they had angora rabbits and two goats. 

Magda made wool from the rabbit’s fur.  At the time Gát graduated, the government had 

passed legislation, which made it impossible for Jews to find work; therefore Gát played 

the trombone in jazz bands and taught piano lessons. He published his first two books, 

Kottaolvasás-lapróljátszás (Score-Reading at Sight) in 1939 and Kéztorna (Hand 

Exercises) in 1940.  

His daughters remember their father telling them that he taught piano lessons to 

an ambassador from Switzerland.21 Ambassadors could give Jews papers that made them 

“protected” Jews of the government,22 and Gát told them that this ambassador had helped 

him from being sent to a concentration camp.  

 

 

                                                
18 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
19 Ibid.  
 
20 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
21 Gát Anna and Gát Judit, Interview by author, Nagykovácsi, Hungary, July 25, 2011. 
 
22 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
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Picture 3.  Magda Veszprémi 
Source:  Eszter Fontana 

 
 
 

At this time, most able-bodied Jewish men were required to work in forced labor 

camps.23 Gát was sent to one in Szentendre, Hungary, which is where most men from 

Budapest went. From time to time you could leave if workers were not needed, but there 

was no place to hide. Gát was required to wear a yellow star, as were all Jews. If you 

wore a star, you could be stopped. If you did not wear a yellow star, you could be shot.  

Gát’s son, János, said of his father’s experience, “The Germans and the Hungarians were 

trading off the lives of Jews for certain benefits.” He also recounted,  

                                                
23 Ibid. 
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He couldn’t find anybody. He was thinking where to go and he couldn’t find 
anybody. There was a wonderful blind woman in North of Hungary [a] Slovakian 
woman, he was collecting folk songs from. . . . And he said she was the only one 
who was willing to put him up; there was nowhere to go. Sometimes you are 
better off sleeping in a camp, because they were safe. It was safer, but then the 
people who were actually taken away, either to the front or to the north, Aushwitz 
were the next thing. The forced labor and the eastern front started before the 
Germans took them to Auschwitz.”24 
 
Jews were either taken to the Eastern Front, also called the Don Front, because it 

was near the Don River, or to the south to Novi Sad, Serbia. János Gát said, “Those that 

were going to Serbia were the lucky ones it seemed.”25 Gát was put on a transport to the 

Russian front but escaped at a train station. Gát’s brother, Ferenc Grosz, and his wife 

Rozsa were sent to Bergen Belsen (which was more of a holding camp than an 

extermination camp) thanks to a mix-up, because he had kept the German last name, 

Grosz.   

Most members of Gát’s family lived in Székesfehérvár.26 One day Gát returned to 

his home in Budakeszi and discovered that his wife and most of his family members had 

been taken. The roundup of the Jewish people had started in the outskirts of Budapest and 

not in the city as they expected. So when officers came, Gát was in Budapest.27 Thirty-

four members of József Gát’s family died in the Auschwitz concentration camp during 

World War II, including his parents, uncles, aunts, cousins and his wife Magda, who died 

                                                
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Ibid. 
 
26 Ibid. 
 
27 Ibid. 
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in 1944.28 Gát’s father Bernát was killed on June 17, 1944.29 Gát found it very painful to 

talk about this time and what happened to his family.  

Gát became a leader in this difficult time for many Jews. His son recalls his 

father’s actions as told to him by others: 

What he did, there was a whole bunch of Jews, in hiding. He was kind of running 
two different places, people hiding in basements and he was kind of running the 
show. People who knew him at that time, they said forget the music; he actually 
saved people by keeping them together, by making things work, running water, 
[and] organizing people. He didn’t talk about this. I know some other people who 
did. He says a little bit, but I knew people who knew him. He was very respected 
for that.30 

 
Toward the end of the war, Gát spent most of his time in hiding. Nazi officials 

arrested him twice. The Americans provided him opportunities to run away both times 

during bomb strikes.31 His daughter, Judit, tells the story of asking her father why he was 

not sent to a concentration camp and he replied, “I forgot to get on the train!”32  

After the Nazis left Hungary, the Communists took over. The Communists 

created the ÁVO, (Államvédelmi Osztalya), the secret police in Hungary (1945-1956) 

that helped the government control the country.  

The Communists had immediately begun their efforts to gain control over all the 
enforcement arms of the state–the political police, the police and the army. As the 
Red Army occupied the eastern part of the country, national committees were set 

                                                
28 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
29 Holocaust Documentation Center and Memorial Collection Public Foundation, “Search 
the commemorative book,” Holocaust Memorial Center in Budapest, 
http://hdke.hu/emlekezes/emlekkonyv/kereses?page=17 (accessed May 25, 2012). 
 
30 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
31 Ibid.; See Appendix A. 
 
32 Gát Anna and Gát Judit, Interview by author, Nagykovácsi, Hungary, July 25, 2011. 
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up in the towns and villages, which then chose the delegates to the Provisional 
National Assembly. Ferenc Erdei of the National Peasant Party, a Communist in 
all but name, received the position of minister of the interior…. The task of 
pursuing fascists and reactionaries, which had been performed by the Soviet 
NKVD agents who had arrived with the Red Army, was assumed by the newly 
formed Hungarian political police, the Államvédelmi Osztalya or AVO. The 
Soviets made sure that the political police should become the exclusive preserve 
of the Communists. The organization of both police departments took place under 
the auspices of Erdei’s Communist-dominated Ministry of the Interior.The 
activities of the AVO were above the law and beyond the jurisdiction of all but 
the Communist Party leadership and the Soviet authorities.33 

 
Gát conducted the Vándor Kórus, an amateur choir, from 1945-1952 and later 

accepted the position of the first conductor of the Interior Ministries Choir and 

Orchestra.34 Accepting this position scared Gát, but he knew that there would be 

consequences, most likely arrest, if he did not accept.35 The political actions in Hungary 

disturbed him, and he knew the Nazis had killed Vándor Sándor, the previous conductor 

of the Vándor Kórus.36 Gát became a member of the ÁVO.37 In 1952, Gát’s occupation 

listed on his son János’ birth certificate was colonel in the ÁVO. Gát led a choir of ÁVO 

Border Guards.  

To be a Colonel in the Gestapo, it’s a big thing; it’s like being a General 
somewhere else. Now why he was a Colonel? He had to conduct lower ranking 
people so he had to be the highest rank. The people that were singing for him 

                                                
33 Deborah S. Cornelius, Hungary in World War II: Caught in the Cauldron, (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2011), 389. 
 
34 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
35 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
36 Agnes Kory, “Remembering Seven Murdered Hungarian Jewish Composers,” Bob 
Elias, 
http://orelfoundation.org/index.php/journal/journalArticle/remembering_seven_murdered
_hungarian_jewish_composers/ (accessed July 7, 2012). 
 
37 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012 
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were mass murderers, or torturers at least. Can you imagine a chorus that sounds 
beautiful; [is the] best chorus in Eastern Europe besides the Russian one maybe 
[where] really everybody’s a torturer in? He was scared shitless. He didn’t want to 
take the job, but if he didn’t take the job, he would have gone to jail. He was 
always borderline-he was a communist, but the communists didn’t like him 
because he was a good guy. He was not corrupt. He was not, you know I mean he 
was practically a saint the way he behaved…38 

 
Gát led the ÁVO Chorus in performing a work written by György Ligeti.39 The 

work, entitled “Kállai Kettős” (Two Folksongs) is composed of Hungarian folksongs for 

4-part mixed chorus: “Felűről Fúj Az Őszi Szél” (The Autumn Wind Blows From 

Above) and “Eb Fél, Kutya Fél” (The Dog Is Afraid).  This work had been approved for 

performance by the ÁVO. The ÁVO summoned Ligeti to the performance, and he 

recounts this occasion, 

József Gát, an outstanding piano teacher and choral director, asked me for a 
folksong arrangement for ‘his choir’, in 1950, without telling me what ‘his choir’ 
was called. He probably didn’t wish to embarrass me and I thought nothing of it at 
the time. A few weeks later I was summoned by the state security (called ÁVÓ in 
Hungary). At the stipulated time I had to report to the ÁVÓ headquarters at the 
infamous Andrássy út 60. I was led into an auditorium where József Gát and 
about fifty women and men were assembled, dressed in the state security uniform 
of the armed border troops. They sang my work.40 

 
Rachel Beckles Wilson in her book, Ligeti, Kurtág, and Hungarian Music during 

the Cold War (Music in the Twentieth Century) writes about the political atmosphere that 

existed in 1948 in Budapest. 

The distinction between Kodály’s work and that of pedagogues such as Czövek 
would be argued more clearly in the next few years. When Ligeti reviewed a book 

                                                
38 Ibid. 
 
39 Richard Steinitz, György Ligeti: Music of the Imagination, (Boston, MA: Northeastern 
University Press, 2003), 61. 
 
40 Richard Steinitz, György Ligeti: Music of the Imagination, (Boston, MA: Northeastern 
University Press, 2003), 61. 
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by leftist József Gát in 1948, he proposed that Bartók’s music offered a way of 
moving beyond recent disasters. Praising Gát’s application of relative solfège 
principles to the teaching of score-reading, Ligeti hinted at the political 
orientation of the book by warmly recommending it to ‘progressively minded’ 
pedagogues. 41 

 
Ligeti was aware of the political situation of the time and worded his review accordingly. 
 

Gát met Beatrix Geréb in 1946. They were married a year later in January 194742 

and had four children, Eszter, born in 1948, Judit, born in 1949, János, born in 1952 and 

Péter, born in 1953. Gát’s son believes that Gát had so many children because of the 

effects of the war and losing so many family members in the war.43 From 1947-1949 Gát 

taught at the National Conservatory in Budapest.44 The Franz Liszt Music Academy 

offered Gát a job in the fall of 1949.  

Gát not only influenced the area of choral conducting but also music education. 

His contributions to the area of music education in a time of reform were quite 

significant. He was a member of the Free Trade Union of Hungarian Educators and a 

caucus member of the musicians’ section of the union. At the Franz Liszt Music 

Academy, he headed the choir-conducting program,45 which allowed high school 

graduates with a special music major the opportunity to enroll in a university course that  

                                                
41 Rachel Beckles Wilson, Ligeti, Kurtág, and Hungarian Music during the Cold War 
(Music in the Twentieth Century), (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 
43. 
 
42 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
43 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
44 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
45 Ibid. 
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Picture 4. Beatrix Geréb and Eszter Fontana 
Source: Eszter Fontana
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Picture 5. Franz Liszt Academy 
Source:  Brandon Bascom
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qualified them to be a music teacher in the primary school.46 He also taught solfège, 

piano pedagogy and piano lessons.47 Gát taught at the Franz Liszt Music Academy for the 

rest of his life. 

Pianists would come to the Gát household before they would give public concerts 

and have Gát listen to their programs and critique their performances. Gát’s children 

remember pianists Rudolph Kerrer, Lili Krauss and George Malcolm, a well-known 

harpsichordist, coming to the house.48 

Gát rarely gave public concerts. He became interested in early keyboard 

instruments and after World War II, he did not play many public piano concerts, but 

mainly played clavichord and harpsichord concerts.49 Hungary had not seen many early 

keyboard instruments.50 Only three harpsichords were known in Hungary. Gát allowed 

his instruments to be taken to the Franz Liszt Academy of Music in the great hall to be 

used in concerts. As a result, Gát is credited with being one of the first to introduce 

Hungary to the harpsichord.  

                                                
46 Malina János, “Ami Tanítható, s ami nem: Párkai István karvezetésről és pedagógiáról” 
[Choral Conducting and Pedagogy from Párkai István], Muzsika, October 2009. 
 
47 Ujfalussy Jozsef, A Liszt Ferenc Zeneművészeti Főiskola 100 éve : dokumentumok, 
tanulmányok, emlékezések [The Franz Liszt Academy of Music 100 Years: Papers, 
Studies, Remembrance], (Budapest: Zenemükiadó, 1977), 276. 
 
48 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
49 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
50 János Sebestyén, “A Short History of Harpsichord Playing in Hungary,” Robert Tifft, 
http://jsebestyen.org/history.html (accessed September 20, 2011). 
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Picture 6. Gát playing the clavichord 
Source: Eszter Fontana 

 
 

In 1955, József Gát and Beatrix Geréb divorced. In 1956, he married Eszter 

Halmi. They had one daughter together, Anna, born in1960.51 

                                                
51 Ibid. 
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Gát edited many publications for Editio Musica Budapest, including the complete 

keyboard works of Couperin. Gát authored many books and was writing a book on 

Couperin when he died.52 The Technique of Piano Playing is Gát’s principle 

achievement, originally published in Hungarian in 1953 and English in 1958. It was later 

revised and published it again in 1964 as an extended version entitled, Zongorametodika 

(Piano Method). This book was the first book published in Hungarian to contain material 

for the harpsichord and clavichord.53 

Gát traveled all over the world to teach, perform, and to adjudicate piano 

competitions. He traveled to South America and gave a master class in Brazil.54 In 1966, 

Gát went on a lecture tour that took him to England and to the United States.  

On September 22, 1966, Gát gave a lecture-recital titled “How to Make the Piano 

Sing” at Wigmore Hall in London.55 From September 26 - October 9, he was in Fort 

Worth, Texas to be on the jury of the 1966 Van Cliburn International Piano 

Competition.56 Lili Kraus, Alicia de Larrocha and fourteen others were also members of 

the jury. After the Van Cliburn Competition, he traveled to New York, where he 

performed and presented lectures at the Fredonia Piano Festival, at the State University 

                                                
52 Eszter Fontana, Notes on Gát Jószef. 
 
53 Robert Tifft, “János Sebestyén,” Robert Tifft, http://jsebestyen.org/history.html 
(accessed September 20, 2011). 
 
54 Judit Gát, Interview by author, Budapest, Hungary, July 25, 2011. 
 
55 Hugh Ottaway, “Edmund Rubbra and his Recent Works” The Musical Times 107, no. 
1483 (September 1966): 768.  
 
56 Van Cliburn Foundation, “Competition Archives,” Second Van Cliburn International 
Piano Competition, http://www.cliburn.org/index.php?page=second_1966 (accessed May 
28, 2011). 
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Picture 7. 1966 Van Cliburn International Piano Competition Jury 
Source: Van Cliburn Foundation
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College in October 1966.57 

Gát’s student, Lili Kraus, was well established in the United States. She wanted to 

see Gát come to the United States as well so she helped obtain an invitation for Gát to 

teach in the United States. He was considering a move to the U.S. when he died.58 

Gát’s son János said that Gát remained physically active until the day he died. He 

attended Communist Party functions and even a high school class reunion in 

Székesfehérvár, though quite ill, just a week before he died.  The Six-Day War59 took 

place from June 5 to June 10, 1967. The communists had a meeting to get everyone, 

including Jewish Communists to condemn Israel. He was amongst an elite group of 

Jewish artists such as Emil Gilels and David Oistrakh that were part of the phenomenon 

of those that were asked to make political statements. This caused Gát stress, and he 

stood up to the Communist Party. According to Gát’s son, Gát made a speech that was 

unique and quite brave for the time in Budapest. Gát said, “Most of us are Jewish here. 

The whole thing is not so simple.”60 Gát really resented the actions of the party—he had 

not forgotten the events of 1944. He died a few days later of a heart attack on July 2, 

                                                
57 Jószef Gát Has Role In Fredonia Piano Festival, Evening Observer, October 11, 1966. 
 
58 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
59 The Six-Day War was fought by Israel against the neighboring states of Egypt, Jordan, 
and Syria. Israel launched bombing raids against Egyptian airfields and the West Bank. 
They also initiated aerial attacks against Syria. Within the six days, Israel had won a 
decisive land war—they had taken control of the Gaza Strip and Sinai Peninsula from 
Egypt, the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan, and the Golan Heights from 
Syria. 
 
60 Janos Gát, Email message to author, July 15, 2012. 
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1967.61  He had had heart problems and what was believed to have been tuberculosis his 

whole life.  His remains are in the Farkasréti Cemetery, (A/937) in Budapest.62  

 

  

                                                
61 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
62 Ibid 
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Picture 8. Columbarium plaque of József Gát at Farkasréti Cemetery in Budapest 
Source:  Brandon Bascom
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CHAPTER II 

GÁT THE PEDAGOGUE 

 

After World War II, music education and education in general were changing in 

Hungary. In 1945, all public sector unions were banned and only professional 

associations could exist.63 Several organizations were either organized or reorganized. An 

Arts Council was formed in 1945. This council assisted needy artists and “gradually 

acquired a decisive authority in all matters relating to the development of the arts.”64 In 

addition, the Free Trade Union of Hungarian Educators reorganized on February 13, 

1945, and musicians had a section of that union. Members unanimously voted Gát a 

caucus member at the inaugural meeting of the Musicians’ Section of the Free Trade 

Union of Hungarian Educators. At this meeting Gát outlined the most urgent tasks that 

needed to be addressed.  

The musicians’ section of the union had concerns about music being taught by 

those not trained in music.  They saw the new installation of government in Hungary as a 

prime time to address the issues and petition for change. These requests were sent to the 

Minister of Religion and Education.65 As a member of the Communist Party Gát also 

                                                
63 “Teachers Union,” Wikipedia, 
http://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pedag%C3%B3gusok_Szakszervezete (accessed July 23, 
2012). 
 
64 László Eősze, Zoltán Kodály: His Life and Work, (Boston, MA: Crescendo Publishing 
Company, 1962), 42. 
 
65 Tibor Tallián and Melinda Berlász, Iratok a magyar zeneoktatás történetéhez 
[Documents the History of Hungarian Music Education], 1945-1956, 
(Budapest: Közzéteszi az MTA Zenetudományi Intézet [Published by the Institute of 
Musicology], 1984), 31-32, 41-42. 
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knew the political side of things as well, which was demonstrated in the language used in 

future articles he would publish about Hungary’s music education system.   

József Gát taught at the National Conservatory in Budapest from 1947 to 1949. 

The National Conservatory is the equivalent of a secondary school, or high school for the 

arts.66 At this time changes were taking place in the Hungarian educational system as 

education became nationalized in 1948.67 

The changes in Hungary, for so long a country controlled by fascist principles, 
were revolutionary and unwelcome to many. Education was affected to this 
extent: that the domination of religious bodies was removed (although religious 
instruction was permitted), and with it the caste system that had previously 
obtained [sic]. For the first time in Hungarian history all children went to school 
(before 1945 about 10 per cent of Hungarian children did not go to school), and 
general schools, under Government supervision, were instituted. There was an 
expansion of post-general school (i.e. high school) facilities, an increase in 
university and technological education, and much new ground was broken in the 
field of adult studies—vital in a community where there were still those who, 
through past lack of opportunity, were illiterate.68  
 
Gát then taught at the Franz Liszt Academy of Music in Budapest from 1949 until 

his death in 1967.69 He taught in the very studio in which he had taken lessons from 

Bartók. Gát taught some well-known pianists: Claudette Sorel, Lili Kraus,70 Tamás 

                                                
66 “Béla Bartók Vocational Secondary School,” Wikipedia, 
http://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bart%C3%B3k_B%C3%A9la_Zenem%C5%B1v%C3%A9s
zeti_Szakk%C3%B6z%C3%A9piskola_%C3%A9s_Gimn%C3%A1zium (accessed July 
23, 2012). 
 
67 Lech Mazur, “Encyclopedia of the Nations: Hungary- Education,” Advameg, Inc, 
http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Europe/Hungary-EDUCATION.html#b (accessed 
July 23, 2012). 
 
68 Percy M. Young, Zoltán Kodály: A Hungarian Musician, (London: Ernest Benn 
Limited, 1964), 131. 
 
69 Eszter Fontana, Biography of Gát József (Angol), May 13, 2011. 
 
70 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
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Vásáry, Ilona Prunyi,71 Spanish born Cuban pianist, Jorge Gomez Labraña72 and Marta 

Kurtág, who is the wife of Hungarian composer György Kurtág.73 Gát taught students 

privately and also taught children in the preparatory program at the Franz Liszt 

Academy.74 

In addition to Gát’s pedagogical books, Gát published several articles in music 

journals and magazines. Some of these articles have calculated language and themes at 

times due to the political environment of the time period in post-war communist 

Hungary. Parlando, a music education journal that was established in 1959, published 

some of his articles and is still published today by the Hungarian Musicians and Dancers’ 

Trade Union.75  

Gát wrote a three-part series of articles on music education in Hungary.76 These 

articles discuss the problems that Hungary faced in music education. Some of the 

problems that Gát addressed include the following: small audiences at concerts and the 

need for concerts that educate the public, low sight-reading skills, the problems with the 

examination system, and the curriculum and level of training music educators receive.   

                                                
71 Andy Leung, “Ilona Prunyi – Bios, Albums, Pictures, Naxos Classical Music,” Naxos 
Rights International Ltd, http://www.naxos.com/person/Ilona_Prunyi/616.htm (accessed 
July 28, 2012). 
 
72 Eszter Fontana, Email message to author, May 5, 2012. 
 
73 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
74 Eszter Fontana, Email message to author, May 5, 2012. 
 
75 Tom Zelinka, “Parlando,” The Hungaraian Musicians and Dancers Union Periodical 
Journal of Music Teaching, http://www.parlando.hu/NEWPROBE/PARLANDO.html 
(accessed July 25, 2012). 
 
76 József Gát, “Zeneoktatásunk kérdéseiről (3 parts)” [Issues in Music Education], 
Parlando (1959-1960).  
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Gát’s next article was a continuation of a previous series on music education.77 

This article addressed the importance of teacher recognition for quality work. He said a 

good teacher is better than an average performer and he addressed the great impact 

teachers can have. He addressed the challenges of music education in rural areas and 

discussed the difficulty administrations faced trying to supervise instruction and even 

made a proposal for small rural colleges to merge departments.  

Gát also wrote a three-part article on finding a connection to the instrument.78 

These articles mainly address technique and include quotes found in Gát’s The Technique 

of Piano Playing.  The language of the articles is complex (similar to the language in his 

book) and must be studied in depth.  Gát referenced the works of Adolf Bernhard Marx, 

Daniel Gottlob Türk, Tobias Matthay, Heinrich Neuhaus, C.P.E. Bach and Sigmund 

Thalberg. Gát also referenced acting and the works of Stanislavski, Gyakorlásnál and 

Obrazcov. He also discussed reflexes and conditioning and the work of Pavlov and 

addressed the relationship between musical ideas and muscles and the effect of body 

movement on tone, posture and acoustics.  

In 1962, Gát wrote an article on how to play etudes.79 In this article Gát addressed 

the two-part challenge that etudes present—a technical challenge and a musicality 

challenge. He stressed the importance of doing both. Gát addressed the etudes in the 

repertoire and how few composers wrote them. Gát addressed the high level of technique 

                                                
77 József Gát, “A jó tanár munkáját csak a legnagyobb előadókéval lehet összevetni” [The 
Greatest Performers Can Only Be Compared with the Work of Good Teachers], Parlando 
5-6 (1960). 
 
78 József Gát, “A hangszerrel való kapcsolat megteremtése (3 parts)” [Creating a 
Relationship with the Instrument], Parlando 7-10 (1960). 
 
79 József Gát, “Az edűdök játékáról” [The Play of Etudes], Parlando 4 (1962): 2-4. 
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that is required in playing certain etudes, noting that composers of etudes are generally 

sensitive to the instrument and a technical solution is possible to the technical challenge. 

He listed Weber’s “Perpetuum mobile” as an example. Gát suggested composers besides 

Chopin and Liszt, recommending the etudes of Cramer, Clementi, Turk, Scarlatti and 

Couperin. 

Magyar Zene (Hungarian Music) also published one of Gát’s articles. Gát 

published a scholarly article on how to play the ornamentation in the music of C.P.E. 

Bach.80 This article includes musical examples of different types of ornamentation. Gát 

cited the works on ornamentation by Adolph Beyschlag, Edward Dannreuther and Arnold 

Dolmetsch and also compared editions of Carl Krebs, and C. F. Kahnt. 

 In 1983, an article attributed posthumously to József Gát, entitled Liszt’s Secret 

Weapon, Gymnastic Exercises for Pianists, Part III, appeared in Keyboard Classics. The 

article included material that appears in both The Technique Of Piano Playing and 

Kéztorna: Muzsikusok Gimnasztikája (Hand Gymnastics: Gymnastics for Musicians). 

Instances of written records of Lisztian technique are rare. In Gát’s article, it was 

mentioned twice that Liszt evidently used hand gymnastics. The conductor from La Scala 

saw Liszt using gymnastics before sitting down to play. Another time, blind organist 

Luigi Modulo mentioned that Liszt had shown hand exercises to the Director of the 

Institute of Blind Organists in Padua.81 

                                                
80 József Gát, “Néhány Megjegyzés Ph. E. Bach Díszítéseinek Játékához” [Comments on 
C.P.E. Bach Ornamentation], Magyar Zene 2 (1962):143-146. 
 
81 József Gát, “Liszt’s Secret Weapon, Gymnastic Exercises for Pianists, Part III,”  
 Keyboard Classics 3 (1983). 
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 Gát also traveled and gave master classes, lecture recitals and concerts. Among 

these was a visit to Brazil where he gave a master class.82 Gát also gave a lecture recital 

entitled “How to Make the Piano Sing,” at Wigmore Hall in London on September 22, 

1966,83 which was arranged by his publisher, Collet’s. His former student, Claudette 

Sorel, invited Gát to be one of the guest artists at the Fredonia Piano Festival.84 Sorel 

taught at SUNY College at Fredonia. The festival took place from October 14-23, 1966, 

and included lectures, concerts, symposia and premieres.85   

Gát’s family also has in its possession some additional writings, which are 

believed to be unpublished. These include writings about Adolf Bernhard Marx, Daniel 

Gottlob Turk, Tomás de Santa María, Jean Louis Adam, C.P.E. Bach and Louis 

Couperin. He also wrote on the subject of method books, treatises and pedagogical 

collections of Chopin, Sigmund Thalberg and Schumann. 

At the time of his death, Gát had been considering invitations to go to the United 

States to teach.86 His pupils Lilly Krauss and Claudette Sorel were already established in 

the U.S and encouraged Gát to come to the U.S. 

                                                
82 József Gát, Masterclass given in Brazil, lectures by József Gát. Audiocassette in 
possession of Judit Gát.  
 
83 Hugh Ottaway, “Edmund Rubbra and his Recent Works,” The Musical Times, 107, no. 
1483 (September 1966): 768.  
 
84 József Gát, Lectures and Performances given in Fredonia, NY, Audio recordings in 
possession of Brandon Bascom.  
 
85 Joszef Gat Has Role In Fredonia Piano Festival, Evening Observer, October 11, 1966. 
 
86 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
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Picture 9. Gát teaching 
Source:  Eszter Fontana
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Picture 10. Gát lecturing 
Source:  Eszter Fontana 



 

30 
 

CHAPTER III 

GÁT THE KEYBOARDIST 

 

József Gát owned a Steinway model A grand piano, a Blüthner grand piano, an 

Ammer Clavichord and a “Bach” model Neupert harpsichord. Owning any kind of 

keyboard instrument at this time in Hungary was rare. Gát’s harpsichord is believed to 

have been one of only a few privately owned harpsichords in Hungary. According to 

Hungarian harpsichordist, János Sebestyén, two harpsichords were privately owned but 

never used in concert.87 Pianist Erzsébet Láng Kecskeméti owned one of these 

harpsichords. When she moved to the United States before World War II, she took the 

instrument with her. Ferenc Brodsky, a music historian, owned the other instrument and 

allowed János Hammerschlag, an organist and music historian, to use the instrument 

when he performed at the Academy of Music in 1950.  This is believed to be the first 

appearance of a harpsichord in the Academy.  Today, this harpsichord is a part of the 

National Museum in Budapest, Hungary, Inventory Number: 1975.15.88 Gát’s daughter, 

Eszter Fontana, acquired this harpsichord from Brodsky for the museum’s collection 

when she worked there in 1975. Gát, along with an engineer friend, experimented with 

the amplification of the instrument (similar to a guitar pickup amplifier) so that a 

microphone would not be needed. He acquired an Ammer clavichord and a spinet. 

                                                
87 János Sebestyén, “A Short History of Harpsichord Playing in Hungary,” Robert Tifft, 
http://jsebestyen.org/history.html (accessed September 20, 2011). 
 
88 Eszter Fontana, Email message to author, May 5, 2012. 
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Neupert, a German harpsichord maker, donated an instrument to help with the 

experimentation.89  

Sebesteyen recounts the history of a third harpsichord brought to Hungary.  

The only ‘official’ harpsichord came to Hungary in 1944 - allegedly brought by 
the German occupation army in order to accompany the recitatives of Mozart's 
operas. According to another source, the harpsichord had earlier been in the 
possession of the Hungarian Opera. This heavy-duty, iron-framed instrument of 
piano-like touch appeared on the concert stage as the only ‘state-owned’ 
harpsichord of the mid-fifties.90 

 
 Erik Levi describes the political atmosphere of Hungary at this time in his book, 

“Mozart and the Nazis: How the Third Reich Abused a Cultural Icon.” 

Of all nominally independent Eastern European countries, none could claim such 
a close geographical and cultural proximity as Hungary, particularly given its 
former status as part of the Hapsburg Empire. After 1918, the first demonstrable 
indication of its abiding admiration for the composer came in 1924 with the 
establishment of a Mozart Gesellschaft in Budapest. Throughout the 1930s and 
1940s Hungarian musicologists expended a considerable amount of energy 
writing about Mozart, and attempting to place his achievement within a distinctly 
national framework. Although the musical establishment remained resolutely anti-
Germanic in outlook, Mozart could not be tarred with the same Teutonic brush as 
Wagner or Richard Strauss. 
 Yet however much Hungarians might have claimed that they presented an 
independent response towards Mozart, the political realities of the burgeoning 
alliance between Hungary and Nazi Germany in the 1940s made such a position 
less tenable. It is significant therefore that the 1941 anniversary celebrations took 
place against a background of increasing cultural cooperation. A tangible 
demonstration of this development was the engagement of Hungarian State Opera 
in November and December. On 13 December the Ungarisch-Deutsch 
Gesellschaft oversaw the Hungarian National Museum’s Mozart-Feier, an 
occasion was deemed to be of sufficient importance to warrant the joint presence 
of András Tasnádi-Nagy, President of the Parliament under the Hungarian 
National Socialists, and István Fay, the Minister of Religion and Education. The 
speeches on the composer delivered by the politicians served to satisfy both 

                                                
89 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
 
90 János Sebestyén, “A Short History of Harpsichord Playing in Hungary,” Robert Tifft, 
http://jsebestyen.org/history.html (accessed September 20, 2011). 
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nationalities, Tasnádi-Nagy stressing the greatness of ‘the German genius’, Fay 
opting to focus on the specifically Hungarian connections to Mozart.91 
 

Sebestyén describes the next events with early keyboard instruments in Hungary.  

Meanwhile, something happened on "private initiative" as well. Professor József 
Gát, a one-time student of Bela Bartók, who was teaching piano and methodology 
at the Academy of Music, became interested in early instruments. He acquired an 
Ammer [clavichord] and, assisted by an engineer friend, tried to install a discreet 
amplifier that touched the strings - similar to the guitar - so that there was no need 
for a complicated solution with microphone. To support the experiment, Neupert 
also provided an instrument. There later surfaced a spinet and a clavichord. This 
collection of instruments was then presented by József Gát in the great hall of the 
Academy of Music in 1955. Thus, the introduction of harpsichord culture to 
Hungary was associated with the name of József Gát. Although he concentrated 
on methodology all his life, he had an excellent sense for style and was familiar 
with the "soul" of the harpsichord. He rarely appeared on stage, but luckily 
enough the Hungarian recording company recorded with him Bach's Goldberg 
Variations in 1963 and works by Couperin in 1966.92 

 
Sebestyén goes on to state that Gát’s book, “The Technique of Piano Playing” 

(1954), later translated into four languages, was the first publication in Hungarian to 

contain several pages devoted solely to the harpsichord and the development of early 

keyboard instruments.93 

Sebestyen gives clues as to how Gát acquired a clavichord from Ammer.  
 
As the Ammers built musical instruments in the one-time German Democratic 
Republic, it was the only possibility to acquire a harpsichord for "eastern" 
currency. The first instrument was ordered by the National Philharmony; its 
example was followed rapidly by the Hungarian Radio and the recording 
company. No other town had money for such procurements, and a private 
acquisition was out of the question due to the extremely strict monetary 

                                                
91 Erik Levi, Mozart and the Nazi’s: How the Third Reich Abused a Cultural Icon, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2010, 229-230. 
 
92 János Sebestyén, “A Short History of Harpsichord Playing in Hungary,” Robert Tifft. 
http://jsebestyen.org/history.html (accessed September 20, 2011). 
 
93 Ibid. 
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Picture 11. József Gát’s harpsichord 

Source: Brandon Bascom
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Picture 12. Amplification pickup in József Gát’s clavichord 
Source:  Brandon Bascom
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Picture 13. Amplification System in József Gát’s Harpsichord 
Source:  Brandon Bascom
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Picture 14. Amplification System in József Gát’s Harpsichord 
Source:  Brandon Bascom
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regulations that prohibited the private property of even eastern socialist 
currencies.94 
  
Ed Kottick and George Lucktenberg mention in their book, “Early Keyboard 

Instruments in European Musuems,” Hungary’s collection of early keyboard instruments, 

which is located in the Hungarian National Museum, and consists of four plucked 

instruments and five clavichords.95 Kottick and Lucktenberg mention Eszter Fontana’s 

(Gát’s daughter) research on Mozart’s traveling piano. 

Of the three clavichords, two are anonymous, of German origin, and date from ca. 
1700 and ca. 1750. The third is of interest both because of its maker, Johann 
Andreas Stein, and its owner, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. This small 1762 
instrument, with a four-and-a-half-octave range and a tiny soundboard, was 
undoubtedly intended for travel. If it is indeed the clavichord given to Mozart by 
his father when he was only seven years old, it would have been a practice 
keyboard for the young virtuoso, who began his famed tours of European capitals 
about that time. The instrument and its history are described in detail in Eszter 
Fontana “Mozarts ‘Reiseclavier’ ” in Das Klangwelt Mozarts (Vienna: 
Kunsthistorischen Museums, 1991), pp. 73-78.96 
 

Gát knew about these instruments as several of them appear in Gát’s book on the history 

of keyboard instruments. Gát would allow his harpsichord and clavichord to be taken to 

the music academy for performances.97 As a result, he became a champion for early 

instrumental music and is viewed as a pioneer in bringing early music and these 

instruments to Hungary. 

After 1952, Gát did not play many public piano concerts, but he gave concerts on 

the clavichord and harpsichord. According to his family, Gát was a better pianist than a  

                                                
94 Ibid. 
 
95 Edward L. Kottick and George Lucktenberg. Early Keyboard Instruments in European 
Museums. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997. 
 
96 Ibid., 141. 
 
97 Eszter Fontana, Biography of Gát József (Angol), May 13, 2011. 
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Picture 15. János Sebestyén playing Gát’s harpsichord 
Source: http://www.jsebestyen.org/
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harpsichordist or clavichordist. However, Gát recorded only on the harpsichord and 

clavichord, recording four solo records that were released on the Qualiton record label. 

The first record released, Qualiton 3818, a seven inch 45 r.p.m. record, included seven 

works by J.S. and C.P.E. Bach from the Anna Magdalena Notebook. These tracks were 

recorded on Gát’s Ammer clavichord and this record was released on August 15, 1959.98 

This recording is available as an mp3 download on Hungaraton Records web page as well 

as on iTunes. Two additional tracks of Musette, in D Major, BWV Anhang 126, and 

C.P.E. Bach’s, Marche in D Major, BWV Anhang 122 not released on the record are 

available for download at both sites.  

On September 2, 1961 Qualiton Records released LP 1576. It contained seventeen 

works selected from the first, second, third, eighteenth and twenty-third ordres of 

François Couperin’s keyboard works. On another record, Gát recorded the first two 

ordres of François Couperin’s keyboard works and recorded on Gát’s Neupert 

harpsichord. Twelve tracks that were previously released on LP 1576, were re-recorded 

for this album. In many of these tracks tempo and dynamics were different than Gát’s 

original recordings.    

Another record released on March 22, 1966, Qualiton LPX 1305, features pieces 

for the clavichord by C.P.E. Bach. Those pieces are Fantasia in C (The Great), Wq. 59 

No. 6, H. 284, Sonata in B-flat Major, Wq. 59 No. 3, H. 282, Sonata in G Major, Wq. 55 

No. 6, H. 187 and Fantasia in C Major Wq. 61 No. 6, H. 291. Another record, Qualiton 

LPX 1151 has J.S. Bach’s Goldberg Variations recorded on his Neupert harpsichord. 

This record also features Sonata No. 2 in F Major Wq. 55/2, H. 130 by C.P.E. Bach, 

                                                
98 See Appendix B. 



 

40 
 

recorded on the clavichord. Dorottya Fabian used this as one of her referenced recordings 

in her work Bach Performance Practice, 1945-1975: A Comprehensive Review of Sound 

Recordings and Literature. Fabian addresses tempi, registration, voicing, ornamentation, 

embellishment, articulation, phrasing, dynamics, pulse and style. She uses Gát’s 

recording of the Goldberg Variations as one of her selected recordings in comparing and 

contrasting the harpsichord recordings of Kirkpatrick, Landowska, Malcolm, and others, 

as well as the piano recordings of Gould, Tureck, Serkin, Rosen, and Kempff to name a 

few. Of Gát’s recording Fabian says, 

Gát strikes a good tempo: calm yet not too slow, giving him enough space for 
slight stresses and rhythmic flexibilities. His generally legato style is interrupted 
here and there to highlight the beginning or end of a phrase (e.g. bars 19-20). 
However, the 3/4 time signature is not the primary shaper of units and lines.99 

 
In the mid 1960’s, Qualiton changed its name to Hungaraton Records,100 at which 

time two of Gát’s records were re-released under the new label with new album covers. 

Hungaraton re-released Qualiton LPX 1151 to Hungaraton HLX 90032, Qualiton LPX 

11316 to Hungaraton 90017. The company continued to re-release the records after Gát’s 

death. Recently they re-released the recording of the first two ordres of Couperin as well 

as the recording of the Goldberg Variations and C.P.E. Bach Sonata on CD as part of 

their “Hungaraton Echo Collection.” 

                                                
99 Dorottya Fabian. Bach Performance Practice, 1945-1975: A Comprehensive Review of 
Sound Recordings and Literature, Aldershot, Hampshire, England: Ashgate, 2003, 196. 
 
100 “Hungaroton Music Store: A Brief History of Hungaroton.” Zsolt Varga. 
 http://www.hungarotonmusic.com/cegtortenet.html (accessed July 27, 2012). 
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There are a few other recordings of Gát that have not commercially released. Gát 

recorded a few early keyboard works by English composers that appeared in the 

Fitzwilliam Virginal Book. They included “The Earl of Oxford’s March” by William 

Byrd, “Nancie” by Thomas Morley, “The Duke of Brunswick’s Alman,” and “The 

Dutchess of Brunswick’s Toy” by John Bull, “The New Sa-Hoo,”  “Meridian Alman” 

and “A Toy” by Giles Farnaby and “The Primrose,” “The Fall of the Leafe,” and 

“Muscadin” Anonymous.  These tracks were recorded on the harpsichord and were heard 

on Radio Hungary.   

Gát also performed chamber music. He collaborated with flautist Zoltán Jeney, 

oboist Tibor Szeszlér and bassoonist László Hara on an unreleased chamber music 

recording (in the family’s possession) of the D Minor Trio Sonata, Op. 2 No. 4 by Jean 

Baptiste Loeillet. Zoltán Jeney is currently the Department Head of the Doctoral School 

at the Franz Liszt Academy in Budapest.101 The same recording also includes recordings 

of Gát playing the G Major Sonata, HWV 579 by George Frideric Handel, Sonata No. 2 

Wq. 55 No. 2, H. 130 in F Major by C.P.E. Bach, Toccata in G Minor by Sousa 

Carvalho, The Italian Concerto by J. S. Bach and Keyboard Suite No. 8 in F Minor, 

HWV 433 by Handel. 

Gát also collaborated with vocalist Ferenc Béres and the Antal Szalai Orchestra, 

as well as the József Pécsi Orchestra, on a recording of Five Centuries of Hungarian 

Songs released on the Hungaraton label on March 17, 1966. Musicians appearing on this 

recording include Ferenc Gerencsér, Endre Kovács and László Szendrey-Karper. This 

                                                
101 “Liszt Academy of Music: Teaching Staff,” Liszt Ferenc Academy of Music, 
http://www.lisztakademia.hu/teachers/793 (accessed July 27, 2012). 
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recording has also been re-issued by Hungaraton Records on CD as well as digital 

download available on Hungaraton’s web page as well as iTunes. 

In addition, Gát collaborated on Musica Hungarica (Hungarian Music), an album 

released by Hungaroton Records on March 28,1965. It has over one hundred tracks. Gát 

is featured on two tracks, where he plays “Oláh Tánc” (Wallachian Dance) and  “Magyar 

Tánc” (Hungarian Dance). Hungaraton records has rereleased it on CD as well as digital 

download available on both Hungaraton’s web page as well as iTunes. He was also 

featured on an album of Baroque music entitled, Barokk Gyöngyszemek I.-IV (Baroque 

Pearls I-IV), released August 9, 1968, after Gát’s death. He recorded one track of three 

harpsichord pieces, “3 Csembalódarab” (Harpischord Pieces). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

43 
 

CHAPTER IV 

GÁT THE EDITOR 

 

Gát edited many publications for Editio Musica Budapest and the Budapest Music 

Publishing Company. His first edited publication, The 24 Motets of Lassus for Two 

Voices, was originally published in 1954 by Editio Musica Budapest (1367/B). Gát’s 

editions of these motets have been republished several times and are still available from 

EMB. The collection of motets is edited with pedagogy in mind, and in this edition Gát 

transposed the motets from the original clefs to treble and bass clefs. In the preface there 

is a brief history of Lassus. This is followed by the pedagogical aims of the edition and 

how the book is used for solmization exercises, i.e., solfège. Gát includes a section on 

how and where to breathe and gives two tables, one that lists the starting and ending 

solmization syllables and another showing the original pitches and original voice parts.102 

Gát edited J.S. Bach’s Two Part Inventions and based his edition on the Ludwig 

Landshoff Urtext edition. Gát’s edition was published by the Budapest Music Publishing 

Company (Zeneműkiadó Vállalat Budapest) in 1959 (577) and was later be re-released in 

1965 (2779/A). He included a facsimile of Bach’s ornament table from the Clavier-

Büchlein vor Wilhelm Friedemann Bach (Keyboard Book for Wilhelm Friedemann Bach) 

in the two-page preface. Gát also remarked on the minimal phrase markings Bach gave, 

with the original markings in boldface and the editor’s suggestions in thin lines. Gát 

emphasized the importance of understanding Bach’s ornamentation table and discussed 

the ornamentation and fingering based on a clavichord performance versus a harpsichord 

                                                
102 Orlandus Lassus, The 24 Motets of Lassus for Two Voices, Ed. Gát Jószef, Budapest: 
Editio Musica Budapest, 1954. 
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performance. Fingerings were noted only when most needed and Gát said that the 

student’s individual analysis of fingering is most useful. Gát also included suggested 

metronome markings, and his suggested slurs are printed in dotted lines.103  

Another publication edited by Gát was a choral work, “Két Népdal” (Two Folk 

Songs), scored for a cappella mixed choir. The folk song texts were written by Nádas 

Katalin and are in Hungarian. These texts were set to pieces of existing music written by 

Mendelssohn. Editio Musica Budapest published the work in 1955, and it was 

republished in 1963, 1965, and 1978 and is currently available from EMB (2035). Gát 

and Nádas collaborated on several other works that were published by The Budapest 

Music Publishing Company. Four works were arrangements of existing songs written by 

Robert Schumann for male choir and include “A Lótuszvirág” (Die Lotosblume), Op. 33, 

No. 3, “A Szabadság Dala” (Freiheitslied), Op. 62, No. 2, “Dalnokverseny” (Die 

Minnesänger) Op. 33, No. 2 and “A Korhely Filozófiája” (Der Zercher als Doctrinair), 

Op. 33, No. 4.  Another collaboration included “Lullaby” by Mikhail Glinka for mixed 

chorus and an arrangement of a work of Brahms entitled “Menetelünk!” (We March!), 

written for male choir, both published in 1960. In 1962, Gát and Nádas collaborated on 

two more arrangements.  These pieces were by Franz Schubert, entitled “Szerelem” 

(Liebe) (3909), based on a poem by Friedrich Schiller and “Kortánc” (Zum 

Rundetanz/To the Round Dance) (3910), based on a poem by Johann Gaudenz von Salis-

Seewis. They are Op. 17 No. 2 and 3 (or D. 983 No. 2 and 3) from Schubert’s Four 

Quartets Op. 17. Szerelem (Love) (or D. 983 No. 2) is still in print, published by EMB. 

                                                
103 J.S. Bach, Kétszólamú Invenciók, Ed. Gát József, Budapest: Zenemükiadó Vállalat, 
1959. 
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In 1961, Gát co-compiled with Magda Szávai and Lili Veszprémi a book of piano 

music for four hands by composers of the Soviet Union entitled, Négykezesek a 

Szovjetúnió Népeinek Dalaiból (Songs of the Peoples of the Soviet Union, 4 Hands) 

(118). The following year Gát edited C.P.E. Bach’s Four Fantasies for Piano as part of 

the Thesaurus Musicus Series (a 21-volume urtext series published by Editio Musica 

Budapest (3512) and republished in 1966). This edition includes scholarly remarks by 

Gát published in Hungarian, German and English. Gát’s editorial markings are printed in 

thin characters and are differentiated from C.P.E. Bach’s markings that are printed in 

boldface type. Gát’s suggested phrases are printed in dotted lines. The original dynamics 

and fingerings are printed in boldface, and Gát’s suggestions are printed in thin 

characters. This is significant because Gát understood the concept of an urtext edition in 

an era and locale where urtext editions were not yet in full vogue. Gát gave a brief history 

of the improvisatory nature of the fantasy and said that it was evident from the [original] 

title of the collection [Clavierwerke], that the fantasies were written for performance on 

the clavichord, though they could be performed on the piano in good style.104 C.P.E. 

Bach’s Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments is quoted: “The 

clavichord and the piano are the most suitable instruments for playing fantasies.”105  Gát 

also gives a convincing probable explanation regarding the placement of particular slur 

markings and the legato and dynamic possibilities of the clavichord. Gát goes on to 

address the proper execution of the different ornaments that C.P.E. Bach wrote, some of 

                                                
104 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Négy Fantázia: Zongorára, Ed. Gát Jószef, Budapest: 
Editio Musica Budapest, 1966. 
 
105 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments. 
New York: W.W. Norton, 1949. 
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which C.P.E. Bach said had not been applied by anyone else. Gát also addresses the 

scholarly research and improper and numerous printing errors which occurred in earlier 

editions—printing a tie rather than re-execution of the principle note and citing again 

from C.P.E. Bach’s treatise on the proper execution of the ornament. Gát later recorded 

two of these fantasies on a Qualiton record in 1966. 

Gát edited the complete works of François Couperin, basing his edition on 

Durand’s edition. Editio Musica Budapest has published all 27 ordre of Couperin’s 

harpsichord works in four volumes (4372-4375) from 1969-1971. Currently, only volume 

one is in print and available from EMB. These four volumes were also released by EMB 

in four small study score editions (40006-40008). Currently EMB only prints volumes II-

IV of these study scores. Both editions include some facsimile pages of select pages of 

the original Couperin edition. Editio Musica Budapest also released two separate two-

volume sets of selected keyboard works of Couperin, edited by Gát. Volume one of the 

first set was published in 1967 (5233), with volume two of the set being published in 

1971 (5234). Both volumes are available from EMB today. Schott Music has a publishing 

agreement with EMB to publish both volumes in western countries and both are in print 

today (5921, 6521).106 The second set entitled “Couperin Album” was compiled from the 

existing Gát editions of Couperin’s complete works and is still in print today from EMB 

(7377, 8326). 

 

 

 

                                                
106 Dr. Rainer Mohrs, Email message to author, September 19, 2011. 
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CHAPTER V 

GÁT THE AUTHOR 

 

Gát authored nine books, the first of which was Kottaolvasás Lapról Játszás 

(Score-Reading at Sight), published in Hungarian in 1939.107 It is only a sixteen-page 

book but includes sections on rhythmic exercises, Bulgarian rhythms, single line reading, 

key reading (with an example by Orlando di Lasso written with moveable clefs), a 

section of examples for skill development, and another focusing on polyrhythmic 

examples. In the skill development section, Gát gives examples with manipulated scores. 

He provides an example of a piece by Handel, with spaces the width of a measure that 

requires the eye to move ahead more than the reader is used to. He gives another example 

that offsets the treble and bass staves by one beat. The polyrhythm examples provide 

syllables for two against three, three against four, five against three, and five against four. 

Kéztorna: Muzsikusok Gimnasztikája (Hand Gymnastics: Gymnastics for 

Musicians), self-published in 1940, is a forty-page book illustrated by István Kleszky.  

These illustrations would later be used for his book, The Technique of Piano Playing.108 

Kéztorna shows the supposed Lisztian relationship, because Liszt spoke about the 

importance of hand gymnastics.  

Kotaolvasás, (Music Reading), published by Szikra Kiadás in Budapest in 1947, 

is a thirty-seven-page book on score reading. Ligeti gave a review of this book:  

                                                
107 Virány Gábor, Zenei Lexicon (Music Encyclopedia), by Bence Szabolcsi and Aladár 
Tóth (Budapest: Zenemükiadó, 1965), 24-25. 
 
108 Eszter Fontana, Interview by author, Leipzig, Germany, July 22, 2011. 
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Modeled on a relative solmization text, the author wishes to introduce a relative 
score reading text as a didactic method. We warmly recommend the book to our 
progressively-minded pedagogues. Gát’s method promises to be useful, 
particularly for increased certainty in sight-singing. We may read an interesting 
résumé of the evolution of score writing, which is illustrated with beautiful 
reproductions.109 

 
The book includes facsimile scores by Conrad Paumann (1452), Claudio Merulo (1598),  

Adam Ilebourgh (1448), Orlando Gibbons (1611), and Montpellieri Kodex from the 13th 

century. Gát addresses notation systems for pitch, rhythm and key signatures. He also 

gives a curriculum for rhythm reading.  

Kottaolvasás Gyakorlófüzet (Music Reading Exercise Book) is a sixteen-page 

book first published in 1949 and is still published today by EMB.  The first eight pages 

are rhythm exercises that increase in difficulty. Ties across bar lines and dotted rhythms 

are covered.  All forty exercises have two staves and both simple and compound meters 

are included. Gát includes a guide to pitch reading and a section of seventeen single line 

melodies. There is a section titled Absolute Reading Practice, where Gát includes twelve 

examples without staves and then gives nine staves to be used to practice reading the 

examples. The next section is a polyrhythmic section that is nearly identical to the 

chapter from Kottaolvasás Lapról Játszás (Score-Reading at Sight). The last section 

addresses proper notation practice for dictation. 

 Kottaolvasás Hallásfejlesztés (Score Reading for Ear Training) was the third issue 

in the Small Library of Musical Knowledge series, published in 1950 by the Béla Bartók 

Association, which was founded in 1948. It is a small book, only twenty-four pages in 

length. On the inside front cover there is a table of pictures of the solmization hand 

                                                
109 Friedemann Sallis, An Introduction to the Early Works of György Ligeti, (Koln: 
Studio, 1996), 234. 
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symbols with their accompanying abbreviated solmization syllables. The book includes 

chapters on solmization, rhythm knowledge, teaching note reading, and skill 

development.   

 Úttörőzenekar (Orchestra) is the ninth book in a nine book series for children 

published by the Budapest Textbook Publishing Company in 1950. The book is an 88-

page book on pioneering band, similar to what we know as marching bands.  Other topics 

of books in the series by various authors are about dance, drawing and painting, playing 

with numbers, and physics games.  

 Gát’s highly regarded work, A Zongorajáték Technikája (The Technique of Piano 

Playing), was originally published in Hungarian in 1954 then in English in 1958. It was 

revised and published in 1964 in Hungarian as an extended version with the new name, 

Zongorametodika (Piano Method), although it kept the original title in all other 

languages. It has been translated and published in German (1956, 1965, 1973, 1983), 

English (1958, 1965, 1968, 1974, 1980), French, Russian (1958, 1959,1961, 1973) and 

Japanese (1974). There were also plans for translations into Swedish, Italian and 

Spanish.110 This work will be discussed in detail in chapter six.  

Gát’s book, A Zongora Története (A History of the Pianoforte), was published in 

Hungarian in Budapest in 1964 by Zeneműkiadó Vallalat (Music Publishing Company), 

the predecessor to EMB. It is an extensive historical survey of keyboard instruments. It 

has pictures of many unique instruments as well as illustrations of rare instruments. This 

book is quite detailed and addresses the mechanical actions of different instruments. The 

book also has pictures of the early keyboard instruments that were in Hungary including 

                                                
110 Eszter Fontana, May 13, 2011, Biography of Gát József (Angol).  
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Gát’s Ammer clavichord. It also includes unique non-standard keyboard instruments. A 

promotional advertisement for the book was included inside a Qualiton record.  It said:  

The book is intended for pianists, teachers, and music lovers interested in the 
piano. Its aim is to give a broad outline of the instrument’s development, from its 
earliest forms (hurdy-gurdy) through clavichord and harpsichord until the most 
modern types of piano. The chapter on THE STORY OF THE KEYBOARD 
deals with material which is entirely new even to the expert. Here for the first 
time in the literature on the subject, the reader finds a discussion of the various 
attempts to reform the keyboard. An analysis of the modern piano manufacturing 
technique is given which looks at the process FROM THE POINT OF VIEW 
OF THE PERFORMING ARTIST. 

 
An English version of this book was planned for release in 1967, the year Gát died. 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

51 
 

CHAPTER VI 
 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF METHOD 

 

József Gát’s book, The Technique of Piano Playing,111 is not only the pinnacle 

work of his career but also occupies one of the most important places not only in the 

twentieth century, but also in the entire history of piano pedagogy.  

This chapter is mainly intended to be a descriptive introduction to Gát’s book. It 

is not meant to be an evaluation of the book. However, in a few instances this author will 

provide some commentary.  These commentaries will be clearly marked through a 

subheading, which will follow the discussion on each chapter of Gát’s treatise. These 

discussions will focus mainly on his many original concepts. 

 The treatise was originally written in Hungarian. The English translation, upon 

which this discussion is based, is very complex and difficult to read and understand.112 

One important purpose of this chapter is to provide an easier to read introduction into this 

substantial subject matter.  This, in turn, will make it easier for the reader to enjoy Gát’s 

complex writing and thus serve as an invitation to read Gát’s principle work. In the end, it 

is this author’s opinion that this treatise should be required reading for every pianist and 

every piano pedagogue. 

The work has numerous graphics, photographs, physiological and anatomical 

diagrams, and x-rays. All of these are extremely relevant and important for understanding 

                                                
111 József Gát, The Technique of Piano Playing, Translated by István Kleszky. (London: 
Collet’s Publishers Ltd., 1974). 
 
112 Even Gát himself admits that one needs much patience and dedication to fully 
understand this work.  This admission is important, as one can feel confident that it is a 
difficult treatise to read in any language. 
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of Gát’s concepts.  However, it was impossible for this author to include them in this 

document due to potential copyright infringement issues.  This again should serve as an 

invitation and a very good reason to seek out the original document. 

Gát also includes a vast amount of musical examples from the standard piano 

repertoire.  He uses these examples to show real world applications of his concepts.  

However his concepts are not piece specific and can be applied to any number of 

compositions.  Therefore this author decided not to include them in this essay.  

Gát came from the Lisztian pedagogical tradition, and he provides one of very 

few direct links to the great Hungarian pianist’s teaching (Gát’s teacher pedigree is three 

removed from Liszt.). Not only does he give us a link to the past, but he also approached 

piano playing in a way, which was completely new at the time and can even be 

considered visionary.  The Technique of Piano Playing was written in 1953 and has 

detailed discussions on the connections of the mind and body and on the effect of 

consciousness on human performance.  Even his thoughts on the physical approach to the 

instrument were revolutionary at the time and still to this day provide a fresh perspective 

for pianists and pedagogues alike.  

Gát was a true musician at heart. He was a pianist, a harpsichordist, an author, an 

editor and a pedagogue.  Everything he addresses in this monument of piano pedagogy 

begins and ends with having the music in mind.  
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6.1 Tone And Tone Colouring Possibilities Of The Piano 

This chapter is quite scientific in regards to sound and the production and decay 

of sound. It features the long debate of whether or not the pianist has any control over the 

tone of a note by the change of his stroke. Many early journal articles, as well as 

scientific experiments, were consulted, and data with the use of equipment such as an 

oscilloscope were examined. Gát summarizes nine facts found by physicists in sound 

experiments and in piano manufacturer’s practice.  

1. An essential feature of the mechanism of the piano is the immediate rebounding 
of the hammer after having touched the string. If this were not true the vibration 
of the string would be impeded. 
2. As the hammer moves freely at the moment of striking the string, the only 
variable component of the motion is the velocity of the hammer.  
3. The tone volume increases in direct proportion to the velocity of the hammer-
stroke.  
4. The velocity of the hammer at the moment of striking depends solely upon the 
velocity of the key attained at the escapement level.  
5. The tone colour of the piano depends – apart from the construction of the piano 
(stringing material and making of the sound-board etc.) –mainly on the type of the 
coating of the hammer and on the quality of the felt.  
6. Higher overtones fade more slowly than lower ones.  
7. The number of overtones increases in direct proportion to the velocity of the 
hammer stroke.  
8. A forcefully struck note diminished more rapidly than one struck with less 
energy.  
9. Higher notes fade away sooner than deep ones. For this reason there is no need 
to have a damper on the upper octaves of the piano.113 

 
 Noises that occur in the playing of the piano are discussed and divided into three 

types:  

a. Noises caused by vibrations of the hammer and the string at the moment of 
striking the string.  
b. Noises caused by the collision of the wood of the key and the key-bed. (Lower 
noise.)  

                                                
113 József Gát, The Technique of Piano Playing, Translated by István Kleszky. (London: 
Collet’s Publishers Ltd., 1974), 12-13. 
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c. Noises caused by the collision of hand and key. (Upper noise.)114 
 
These noises distract from the tone of the piano. “The two components of the subjective 

tone colour are thus dynamics and agogics.”115 Other keyboard instruments that do not 

have dynamic alteration possibilities without changing the source of sound are proof of 

the previous statement. Noise-effects and pedal also influence tone colour. The science 

behind tempered tuning, pure intervals, and the overtone series are also mentioned. 

Pianists are not able to alter pitch or intervals but can give the illusion of doing so with 

dynamics and voicing.  

 Gát surmises the reason pianists have such fanatical fans is because the pianist 

arouses more beautiful tone-color concepts in the listener. “The more sensitive our 

dynamic shading and agogic shaping, the more diversified and coloured our playing will 

be. Our aim is that our movements should reliably transmit even the smallest nuances in 

changes of tone volume –by conserving the most perfect agogic liberty.”116  

6.1.1 Author’s Commentary 

Gát has taken a very scientific approach in documenting what can be proven from 

the point of view of physics. His use of the data is very convincing without being divisive 

in the heated debate about which possibilities the stroke has on tone. Gát further uses the 

information of this chapter to show how anatomy and physiology support this data. 

 

 

                                                
114 Ibid., 14. 
 
115 Ibid., 15. 
 
116 Ibid., 21. 



 

55 
 

6.2 Of The Swing-Stroke 

This chapter is one of the major chapters that Gát continues to reference 

throughout the book. The swing-stroke is how the hammer is put into motion by way of 

movements by the finger, forearm or arm. Three factors are required for the swing-stroke 

to occur. The first is a firm basis, which is obtained by correct posture on a firm bench. 

The second factor is the whole body functioning as an elastic support. The third factor is 

the execution of a swinging motion starting from one of the joints. The swing-stroke is 

important because if executed correctly, the pianist will understand how the sound is 

actually performed and not misunderstand the movements that are needed to execute a 

beautiful tone.  

Gát divides the swing-stroke into two types: the direct and indirect swing-stroke. 

The direct swing-stroke is implemented by executing the following:  

1. The movement of the arm (active unit) accommodates itself to the movement of 
the key in order to keep the sensation of grasping and elongation. 2. The finger 
remains constantly in contact with the key. 3. The movement of the key is 
accelerated gradually, because it is in contact with the active unit from the very 
beginning of the movement.117 

 
The indirect swing-stroke is implemented by executing the following: 
 

1. The finger or forearm (as active swinging unit) cannot accommodate itself to 
the fixed direction of the key’s movement. 2. The finger has no contact with the 
key at the beginning of the movement. 3. The active swinging unit has already 
attained considerable speed at the moment of meeting the key. This will cause a 
sharp upper noise (on account of the inertia of the key). The collision will at the 
same time disturb the sureness of the strokes and therewith also the apportioning 
of the tone volume and the dynamic contours.118 

 

                                                
117 Ibid., 25. 
 
118 Ibid. 
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Weight-effect occurs when the upper arm or forearm vary the amount of elasticity in 

resisting the rebound of the key. Different amounts of weight-effect will be applied as 

dynamics and tempo change. The proportion of weight-effect and control that are 

implemented shapes notes. Tone volume is increased one of two ways. The mass can 

increase by using the arm, or the velocity can increase by the active swinging unit 

striking more quickly. The desired musical concept determines what stroke to use and 

how that stroke is implemented.  

6.2.1 Author’s Commentary 

This chapter addresses basic strokes (or movements) necessary for the correct 

tone production at the piano. The active unit is identified as the engaged joint that 

produces tone. Gát builds on this in the next chapter to help the pianist move the active 

unit to the correct position. 

6.3 The Synthesizing Process And The Adapting Movements 

The third chapter is divided into two subsections: The Synthesizing Process and 

Adapting Movements. The Synthesizing Process is “The apportioning of the weight-

effect—which means the altering of the resistance by large musical units (e.g., a musical 

thought the size of a half-period) – is called the synthesizing process or in short: 

synthesizing.”119 These movements are generally so small that they cannot be seen with 

the naked eye. The synthesizing process requires delicate muscular work that can easily 

be disrupted by tension.  “The movements executed by the upper arm with the aim of 

facilitating the apportioning of the weight-effect will be called synthesizing 

                                                
119 Ibid., 31. 
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movements.”120 A staccato octave passage is an example of a passage that requires the 

upper arm to carry out the synthesizing of individual strokes.   

 The adaptation of movements helps facilitate the execution of the swing-stroke. 

“The movements which adjust the active swinging unit to the different key positions, 

which bring the fingers into proper striking position and which help to regulate the 

noise-effects will be called adapting moments.”121 Analysis of the adaption of movements 

is difficult because of the complexity involved. Several adaptations and movements are 

needed simultaneously. Sometimes the movement will be a geometric shape, but more 

often not. The adaptation of movement increases significantly from the music of Bach to 

the romantic composers as the texture and complexity of the music increases. Teaching a 

student the adaptation of movements requires a lot of pedagogical work, but it is possible 

with even young students. The solution required in playing a particular passage should be 

based on the desired musical concept.  

6.3.1 Author’s Commentary 

This chapter is useful in helping the pianist see how to implement adapting 

movements and synthesizing movements into the repertoire. Gát shows just how small 

and complex these movements are. Style, shape, articulation, and musical concept are 

also related to these movements.   

6.4 Seat And Body Posture 

 In this chapter, posture is discussed in detail, but nothing truly revolutionary is 

discussed. The importance of having a firm bench so that the body can adjust to a 

                                                
120 Ibid., 33. 
 
121 Ibid. 
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favorable position for the swing-stroke is addressed. The height of the bench should be 

adjusted to a position high enough in order for the forearm to be level with the 

escapement. The whole body functioning as an elastic support is mentioned again.  

“…the tasks of the single parts of the body are not of equal importance because the arm 

has the largest role in absorbing the rebound of the key, and the dynamic contours are 

also mainly formed by the aid of the action of the arm.”122 It is important that posture is 

taught from the very beginning. A footstool was used by Couperin and can be 

implemented in teaching small children.  

6.5 Legato and Staccato 

 Gát goes into great detail with many laws and rules in achieving legato, staccato 

and cantilena, “a singing, melodic form of tone production.”123 Regarding the technique 

of legato and staccato, the swing-stroke of the upper arm is appropriate for legato playing 

at a slow tempo; otherwise noise-effects will result. The upper arm swing stroke is best 

used for playing cantilena.  Noise-effects are also detrimental when playing legato octave 

passages and chords with forearm swing-strokes. Legato is most easily obtained with 

finger technique, because it is the smoothest way to change notes, whereas staccato 

technique is better executed by the upper-arm or forearm swing-stroke. A staccato does 

not necessarily mean a large motion. Fingers are not suitable for the execution of 

staccatos; they only participate as an elongation of the arm. There are varying degrees of 

these articulations amongst styles, composers, and desired sound of the performer. This is 

                                                
122 Ibid., 50. 
 
123 Ibid., 70.  
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addressed in the next chapter during the discussion of the movements and emotional 

content.  

6.6 On Finding Contact With The Instrument 

This chapter is divided into six sections. The first section is Consciousness And 

Inspiration. Every performer wishes to become united with his instrument, so that it no 

longer feels like a strange body but becomes a way of communicating his feelings and 

emotions naturally. “Our task is to connect the necessary movements so thoroughly with 

the musical concept that almost all our attention may be turned to the music.”124 Gát 

continues by saying, “The full consciousness of our movements is called ‘awkwardness’ 

in everyday life. If somebody tries to walk consciously, i.e. if he concentrates on his 

walking, his movements will be clumsy.”125    

The Emotional Content is the second section. The pianist should always practice 

with emotion to avoid making meaningless tones. “The coherence of the tones of a 

melody is determined by the emotions.”126 He continues, “The secret of the virtuoso’s 

great success lies in the fact that he himself enjoys the scintillating beauty of his 

tones.”127 The truly gifted performer is not content with art for art’s sake, but rather 

searches for the harmony that he can express. A great performer strives to “find and to 

                                                
124 Ibid., 75. 
 
125 Ibid. 
 
126 Ibid., 76. 
 
127 Ibid., 77. 
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reproduce deep interconnection, to find harmony even where it is inaudible to the average 

man.”128  

Good musical performance goes even further: It teaches us not only to listen but 
to live. A really good concert is one after which the listener feels he has become 
more human, a changed, well-balanced being. The performer—like a new 
Virgil—has shown him Heaven and Hell, made him a hero and a coward, Don 
Giovanni or Gilda, given him the impression of having made hundreds of 
journeys or listened to marvelous operas, and, above all, has convinced him that 
life, with all its exciting beauties and colours, is indeed wonderful. This was the 
impression aroused by the playing of Bach, and this was also the secret of Mozart 
and Liszt. And this is the only path for a performer striving to produce an abiding 
effect.   
 The deep interrelationships and truths revealed by a Bach fugue or  
a Beethoven sonata will be well reproduced only by a pianist who fully abandons 
himself to the emotional content of the piece he is playing.129 
 

 Gát also compares piano playing to the technique of acting, specifically the acting 

method of Konstantin Stanislavksy,130 who insisted that the actor transform himself 

instead of imitating. That transformation is even more important for the pianist, as he 

must transform “a whole theatrical company in one person”131 for sincere playing to 

occur. The obstacle for this to occur so naturally is the pianist observing himself critically 

while playing. Continuing the analogy of acting, he says the critique is the job of the 

director. The pianist must analyze characters, uncover hidden emotions and create 

equilibrium of themes. The pianist has to make sure that both his concept of the 

performance and his performance are the same.  
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 The third section is on The Musical Concept. A musical concept is not formed at a 

first reading but will gradually grow. Individual interpretation also will change. There can 

be no single interpretation of a piece, including the interpretation of the composer, which 

should not be considered an exclusive interpretation. The role of the musical concept of 

the pianist is greater than for other instruments, because pianists can do nothing to affect 

the tone once the escapement level is reached and the tone is produced.  

 In the fourth section, when speaking about The Interrelation Of Musical 

Imagination And Muscle Action, Gát first addresses the misconception that playing only 

occurs up to the escapement level. Gát earlier addressed playing up to the escapement 

level when he said,  

When approaching it, the tone volume will increase only until the moment of 
maximum velocity coincides with the escapement level. Beyond this point the 
tone volume will diminish again and it will be useless to pres the keys down any 
father, because the instrument is unable to produce a larger tone volume and 
excessive pressing will only give rise to disagreeable lower noises.132 

  
He warns that this idea of only playing up to the escapement level will ruin one’s 

technique.  

As there must be a close interrelation between musical imagination and physical 
motion, it is a prerequisite of good technique that the variations of the movements 
should exactly follow the modifications of the musical concept. To produce a 
stronger sound, the motion must be executed either with a larger mass or with a 
greater speed: in the same way, a shorter or longer tone requires a corresponding 
change in the movement.133 
 
The length of a tone not only depends on how long a key is held, and thus the 

damper is lifted, but also on whether or not the pianist is able to make the listener believe 

that the decaying piano sound is maintaining its strength or increasing in strength. Gát 
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asks if it is possible to arouse the impression of a long tone by carrying out the 

movements but not imagining the tone. He says that it is “not adequately realizable 

without an intensive tone imagination. We cannot cheat ourselves!” He cites the example 

of the ending chord and says that as soon as the pianist strikes the chord, it has already 

been determined how long the chord will last. The commands directing the work of the 

muscles occur before movement. “It should not be forgotten that the musical concept and 

the motion commands connected with it necessarily precede the sounding of the tone.”134 

Contradictory motions disrupt this tone. To determine the correct muscle action, Gát 

advocates finding the most intensive musical concept possible. He gives the example of 

playing a chord and making the listener believe that it increases in sound. As a result the 

pianist will adjust his movements to produce the illusion of becoming stronger. The pedal 

will also have an effect on the illusion of strengthening a tone.  

The fifth section is titled Expediency. Gát says, “the majority of our movements 

are innate unconditioned reflexes.”135 These unconditioned reflexes are “complemented 

by necessary new conditioned reflexes.”136 The pianist must take inventory of the 

movements which will help produce the sound that will help achieve the musical concept. 

The movement should be natural in the most effortless least tiring way possible. He says, 

“Our aim is not to reduce this labour at all costs but rather to express our musical 

                                                
 
134 Ibid., 80. 
 
135 Ibid., 81. 
 
136 Ibid. 
 



 

63 
 

concepts through the most simple and natural movements.”137 Each movement must have 

justification. One should concentrate on tone production and not on setting the key in 

motion. “Do not play on the keys but—with the aid of the keys—on the strings.”138 He 

then quotes Adolph Marx, and the treatises of Tobias Matthay,139 and Sigismond 

Thalberg140 on ways to visualize tone production by using the keys. Gát speaks about the 

“working process” of reducing the mechanical function to its simplest foundation. In 

describing the process he says,  

The key is a two-armed lever with the aid of which the hammer strikes the string 
form below. If the pianist is of the opinion that the work to be carried out consists 
of only moving the key, he will seek to use the key as a one-armed lever. This 
would be correct if the keys produced the sounds. In this case it would be right to 
strike the keys from above and this would require entirely different movements 
from those called for by moving a two-armed lever, i. e. moving the key as an 
instrument to strike the strings with the hammer. 141  

 
Gát photographs an experiment that can be replicated with a ruler. He shows the 

difference between a one-armed and a two-armed lever. For the sake of clarification, the 

author would call a one-armed lever a one-sided lever and a two-armed lever, a two-sided 

lever. He also compares the two-armed lever to a seesaw. He says,  
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In piano playing we can, therefore, achieve expediency in our movements only if 
we continually take care ‘to play from below’, that is if we try to realize that we 
ourselves are striking the string from below.142 

 
He notes that we do move the key downward, but according to the movement, as well as 

according to the ear, the movement is directed upwards. He reminds the reader that we 

strike the string with the hammer. He describes the “key-playing” pianist as one who 

focuses on movement and not on the tone. Treating the key as a two-armed lever requires 

the body to be free of tension. “The increase in speed must be built up within the approx. 

8 mm course of the key in such a way that the culminating point is attained precisely at 

the escapement level.”143 This precise work can happen only with the body functioning as 

an elastic support. Relaxation should still have elasticity, and the body should be taut. 

Keys should be grasped with whole body participation. This requires elastic footwork. 

Again Gát speaks of the importance of positioning on the bench to accommodate for the 

footwork. The appropriate distance allows the pianist to lean on his feet for support, 

without putting all his weight on his feet, which would reduce elasticity. Gát again 

references Stanislavksy, who calls the sensation of motion a “stream of energy”. Pianists 

should feel this stream of energy when playing the piano. It should be felt through the 

feet into the trunk and then into the arms, and finally into the keys. This stream of energy 

will not be felt if there is tension in the body. He says that pianists should not lean 

forward against the piano to play from the shoulders. The arms should not hang down. 

These incorrect postures prohibit the streaming of energy. Gát shows his sense of humor 

in an analogy of using a machine.   
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When using a machine in everyday life, we have to concentrate on the machine 
and not on our body. When riding a bicycle we have to get into motion by 
pedaling and directing it with the aid of the handle bars. If instead of that we 
concentrate only on our feet or hands we will immediately tip over. Of course, the 
piano does not tip over if someone is playing badly on it—let us confess that this 
is found sometimes regrettably by us—but if someone pays attention only to his 
own movements instead of directly manipulating the piano, it will not tip over, the 
pianist will not get hurt, but the music will.144  
 
Gát discusses movements and how they should be effortless and innate. Many 

pianists work themselves to death, working much harder than they need to. As a result, 

the sound is “miserable” and does not make the piano “sing.”   

In the sixth section, Gát discusses Alterations Of The Movements In The Interest 

Of The Sound. “In piano playing the aim of the work is to produce tones corresponding to 

our musical concept. Thus only the sound can give us direction as to how to alter our 

movements.”145 Gát states that the sensation of tone color is jointly produced by relative 

tone volume, apportioning of noise-effects, and agogic shaping in relation to the musical 

concept. He says the connection between the musical concept and the movements 

required for its realization cannot be expressed in absolute values, and that modifications 

must take place and should take place almost entirely automatically. Reasons for 

modifications include the acoustics of the performance space, its dimensions, form, 

furniture, crowdedness, and even its temperature, as well as the quality and state of the 

piano. Such modifications can be easily carried out and should be natural intuitive 

movements.    
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6.6.1 Author’s Commentary 

Often, pianists know very little in regards to the mechanical functioning of their 

instrument. There is a tie in to modern pedagogy. For example, Soprano on Her Head, 

has similar concepts to what Gát discussed in this chapter.146 Gát’s experiment with the 

ruler is enlightening in understanding the concept of the piano’s action—the key sticks 

being struck much lower than the height of where the hammer strikes the string. This 

knowledge can change the idea of the execution of a stroke and, in turn, change a 

pianist’s tone.   

6.7 On The Naturalness Of The Movements 

Gát investigates unconditioned reflexes that influence our movement when 

playing the piano. He breaks this down into six sections. The first section is about 

“Breathing.” Breathing is the only connection between speaking, singing, and piano 

playing. Correct breathing is important and has an effect on the posture of shoulder joints 

and the elasticity of trunk. He says that communication is linked with the mechanism of 

speaking and singing by strong unconditioned reflexes. “Every instrumental performance 

is a kind of communication.”147  

Second, is the importance of “Participation Of The Whole Body In The Piano 

Playing,” but doing it unconsciously so that it will not cause tension in the body and will 

help the pianist acquire unconditioned reflexes, which will aid the pianist.  
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In analyzing the individual playing forms, we shall also find that 
inappropriateness or unreliability of the elastic support is among the causes of 
almost all faults. This is because the body does not fully participate in 
apportioning the resistance.148 
 
Third, is the “Direction of the Eyes When Playing.” Gát states, “This innate reflex 

is so strong that even those who have been blind from birth will always look in the 

direction of their work.”149 Gát admonishes, “Let us not tire of reminding the pupils—and 

last but not least ourselves—that the direction of looking is a factor which may 

considerably improve or spoil playing.”150  

Fourth, is the idea of the “Effect Of The Emotional Content on The Body 

Position.” The emotional content of a particular composition can strongly influence the 

position of the body through the movements that produce the sounds. “The state and 

position of the body must be determined by the emotion and not inversely. Thus the 

position of the body depends essentially on the musical concept.”151 The body position 

required by the musical concept should match the “atmosphere of the composition by a 

forceful unconditioned reflex.”152 He gives examples of emotions that are shown with 

certain body positions, for example anger is shown with a closed position, and leaning 

forward can show joy. Predetermined body positions can have harmful effects and come 

across as stereotyped body positions. The body position is determined by the musical 

                                                
148 Ibid. 
 
149 Ibid., 91. 
 
150 Ibid., 91. 
 
151 Ibid., 92. 
 
152 Ibid. 



 

68 
 

content, based upon the atmosphere of the composition by an unconditioned reflex.  

Forcing causes harm which, in turn, causes the playing to degenerate.  

“The Connection Of The Acoustic Spatial Reflex With The Musical Concept And 

Through It With The Body Position” is the fifth section. The ability to adapt oneself to a 

room or space is also an unconditioned reflex. One has to take into consideration the 

distance that the tone must travel as well as the emotional content. Gát calls this acoustic 

adaptation. He notes that the musician needs to accommodate to the dimension of 

reverberation of the room, which will alter the agogics and dynamics a musician should 

use. For pianists this is of utmost importance. He continues by speaking of the 

development of the keyboard instruments over the years. The strings got thicker, and the 

tension increased due to the iron frame, thus resulting in louder sound. The piano of 

today is constructed for large concert halls; even pianissimo can be heard across long 

distances. Due to the mechanical structure of the piano, the piano is a loud amplifier. Gát 

discusses the problem of playing in a practice room versus a concert hall and is the reason 

why Gát speaks of the “concert-hall routine” and the need to be able to accommodate 

instantly to the instrument and the acoustics of the concert hall. He says that this 

accommodation can only be acquired by a certain amount of practice; one should imagine 

performing in a concert hall even when practicing at home. “The imagining of a large 

space will automatically “set in” the appropriate greater intensity, the agogics and 

dynamic corresponding to a large space.”153 Gát then considers the values of imagining 

one is playing in a concert hall. This is, of course, no substitute for practicing in a concert 

hall, but being able to imagine the performance in the concert hall has benefits. Not only 
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being able to imagine the sound but also being able to modify body posture is very 

beneficial. A bent trunk and loose hanging arms do not provide an elastic support, but on 

the contrary “diminish the functioning of the body posture required by unconditioned 

reflexes; i.e. they are contradictory to the body position given by the emotion and the 

activity needed for transmitting the sound across a large distance.”154 

In the sixth section, “On Preserving The Naturalness Of The Movements,” it is 

important to keep correct body posture in all facets of one’s life, not just in playing the 

piano. Gát then, for the first time of many, implores the pianist to “innervate” the 

necessary movements through gymnastic exercises before beginning a new movement to 

help reduce errors and shorten practice time. Gát refers to his twenty-fifth chapter, which 

is devoted to hand gymnastic exercises.    

6.7.1 Author’s Commentary 

The seventh chapter touches on a lot of interesting ideas with which the author 

agrees. Gát again advises one begin with the musical concept in mind. The challenge of 

the connection of the musical concept to the acoustic space is one with which pianists 

always struggle, particularly in the university setting, as there is little time for each 

student to rehearse in the concert hall. As there are many concert venues, and every 

concert setting is different, it does require quite an imagination to be able to imagine 

multiple settings and to do so to the point of an unconditioned reflex setting for each 

performance space. This in turn allows communication with ones audience to occur. 
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6.8 On Practicing 

In this chapter, Gát gives some tips on practicing. “If the concept of a tone and the 

corresponding movement producing the adequate sound on the piano is repeated often 

enough, new conditioned reflexes will develop.”155 In discussing repetition, he warns that 

repetition carries danger as it diminishes the intensity of the musical concept as the 

emotion weakens, “since one of the most difficult things on earth is the exact repetition of 

an emotion.”156 The fading away of the emotion results in the piece becoming a technical 

work, which sounds mechanical. Gát quotes Schumann,  “Even that which is most 

beautiful will, if it is enjoyed at the inappropriate place or to excess, give rise to 

indifference and disgust…”157 Repetition practice is only good until it weakens, then 

practicing does more harm than good. Tension in the muscles and poor adjustment of the 

playing mechanism are the results of not being prepared mentally to play the piano. The 

importance of listening to one’s sound frequently does not occur, because what the 

pianist hears does not match the sound that they wanted to create. Greater concentration 

is achieved by the proper distribution of the time of practicing and varying the material.  

6.8.1 Author’s Commentary 

Most of what Gát wrote about practicing is a good reminder, although most was 

not necessarily new. Most pianists know these things but do not always do them. He 

speaks of finding a practice routine that will help reinforce a routine and be more 

effective in one’s practicing.   
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6.9 Slow Practising Of Fast Playing 

 Building on the previous chapter’s practice tips, Gát reinforces that the musical 

concept can be attenuated if too many mindless repetitions occur. Slowing the tempo 

allows the technical detail to be magnified, exposing the fault and how to fix it. There is a 

difference between slow practicing and playing in a slow tempo. “In slow practising the 

technical solutions are temporary and distort the proportions of the single factors for 

technical purposes. In playing in a slow tempo the technical solutions are final and give a 

tone effect corresponding to our tone concept”158 Perfecting the swing stroke will 

improve the control and make the pianist conscious of the movements and will also 

develop velocity. As long as the musical units are preserved and the execution of 

movement is appropriate, any slow tempo will serve the purpose of slow practicing.  

Velocity requires the perfecting of the swing-strokes, and “rendering them 

suitable for attaining maximum velocity.”159 Improving the swing-stroke happens if one 

makes the same movements practicing in slow tempi as one does in fast tempi. One must 

know what joint should be used, how far and how fast it must move, and whether or not 

the stroke is of continual or changing velocity. Gát gives laws for velocity playing.  

The aim of the swing-stroke is tone production with the most economical and 

expedient movements possible. By slowing down the swing-stroke, the motion is 

enlarged. The amount of resistance also decreases so that the fingers are not 

overburdened and can execute the swing-stroke. A weightless arm is a prerequisite of the 
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swing-stroke, which is executed with large movements. Slow practicing is needed for 

learning individual technical forms but should be reduced to a minimum.  

Synthesizing is needed in all kinds of practicing. In slow practicing the 

synthesized movements are most closely linked to the music “because the swing-

strokes—enlarged as they are as a result of the retardation—cause distortion in both the 

colouring and the dynamic levels.”160 The adaptation of movements cannot be enlarged in 

slow practicing because the adaptation causes rotation to occur and the fingers do not 

have to move in order to play.  

Augmentation of the adapting movement cannot be carried out proportionately to 
the slowing down, on account of the fact that the same musical part requires 
different adapting movements, depending on the tempo in which it is played. A 
case and point is the arpeggio.161 
 

6.9.1 Author’s Commentary 

The concept of playing at a slow tempo is beneficial to the pianist, as he will 

understand which joint is being used. Finding the most expedient way to play a swing-

stroke is crucial for solid technique. These concepts will be explained in more detail in 

subsequent chapters. 

6.10 On The Role Of The Various Joints 

Gát says that every joint participates either in the active swinging unit or as an 

elastic support. He investigates how far the individual joints are capable of executing 

movement by considering the muscles and the bones. Gát wants the pianist to know all 

there is to know about anatomy in order to have a good, solid, and healthy technique. He 

                                                
 
160 Ibid., 114. 
 
161 Ibid. 
 



 

73 
 

not only writes about anatomy, but also includes anatomical diagrams, drawings, and x-

rays.  

In addressing “Active Swing-Strokes of the Upper Arm,” Gát notes that the 

shoulder joint is used whenever tones require shading, because the shoulder is the joint 

that is capable of executing a direct swing-stroke. “One might even say that all the 

important movements of the arm are started from the shoulder joint.”162 He also notes 

“the shoulder is incapable of any independent, active functioning (e.g. tremolo).”163 The 

upper-arm swing-stroke is also relatively free from noise-effects. Upper noise-effects can 

be avoided by playing with the fingers already in contact with the keys. Lower noise-

effects are more difficult to avoid but can be avoided by applying force for short periods 

of time until the level of escapement is reached. Lower noise-effects are easily heard as 

keys are pressed all the way to the key bed, or to the wood of the keys. The executions of 

staccatos are accompanied by upper noise-effects. In the upper arm swing-stroke, the 

whole arm participates, and the finger-ends remain taut. “It must be stressed that neither 

the wrist nor the elbow joint is capable of delicately apportioning the resistance.”164 

6.10.1 Author’s Commentary 

This chapter is beneficial because many pianists do not understand how their body 

or playing mechanism works. It is particularly interesting that Gát addressed concepts 

years ago that are now being written about in modern works such as What Every 
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Musician Should Know About Their Body.165 Each body is different, and one must 

discover how his proportions relate. From this chapter the reader can see how and why 

the joints can execute a particular passage. 

6.11 The Structure and Form of the Hand 

Gát says that without exception the greatest pianists have good hand structures. 

Throughout the book, pictures of pianists performing as well as pictures of pianist’s 

hands and plaster casts of pianist’s hands are included. Although a good hand structure is 

beneficial for good technique, “study of the components of the different types of hand 

structure will lead to remedial measures which will compensate for the structural 

deficiencies.”166 Gát lists five characteristics of hand structure.  

1. The proportion of the length of the fingers (phalangeal bones) to the back of the 
hand (length of the metacarpal bones).  
2. The proportion of the fingers to each other.  
3. The proportion of the length of the individual phalangeal bones in each finger.  
4. The proportion of the thickness of the fingers to their length.  
5. The form of the finger joints. 167 

 
In addressing the length of the fingers: 
  

The shorter fingers 2-5 are compared to the back of the hand, the more applicable 
is the use of the extended fingers, the more favourable it is for the velocity of the 
fingers. The shorter the fingers, and at the same time the longer the back of the 
hand, the quicker and more reliable is the work of the fingers.168*131 
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With regards to the proportions of the fingers, Gát writes “The less the difference 

between the length of the fingers, the easier to equalize their striking power.”169 The 

longer the first phalangeal bone is compared to the second and third, the more favorable 

the proportions are. Finding a measure of thickness is impossible, but “if the ratio of the 

phalanges to each other and to the back of the hand is favourable, even thin fingers will 

produce the sensation of a massive tone.”170 The form of the phalanges of the fingers can 

hinder the playing if weak or strongly backward-bent phalanges are allowed. 

Gát reinforces the fact that “pupils with entirely inappropriate hand structure will 

have to do extraordinarily hard work to acquire a good technique.”171 Gát offers solutions 

for a less than ideal hand structure. “The quickness of the nervous system reactions, the 

spontaneity of the muscle work, and the ability of simultaneous application of the 

different movements were also to be taken into consideration.”172 He notes that the 

appropriate proportions of the forearm and the upper arm also help in overcoming 

difficulties. Gát advises developing muscle groups in order to overcome deficiencies. 

Muscles cannot be elongated, but their thickness can be increased. Gát advocates finger 

gymnastics to help strengthen the flexor and extensor muscles, the muscles of the hand, 

and use of the fingers as a unit. The form of the hand depends on individual structure of 

the hand as well as the development of the muscle groups. Gát cautions against placing 
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the hands in a mechanical way based on predetermined positions as it can cause injury. 

This will be discussed as it relates to octaves in Chapter Thirteen.  

It is wrong to assume a constant form, because the span distance changes, as does 

the balance of the muscles. “Thus if we want to alter the form of adjusting the thumb, the 

equilibrium of the muscles has to be altered.”173 Hand position varies based on the 

keyboard topography. “Piano playing cannot be considered to be inextricably linked to 

any constant hand position, constant hand-form and so even in the beginning of teaching 

piano playing one must not be bound to a certain hand-form.”174  

Gát advises that the pupil make active use of fingers as the main goal and not 

position of hand. “The active work of the fingers will always create the most expedient 

hand-forms.”175 The teacher should use explanations that will help the pupil find natural 

movements and thus suitable momentary hand positions. The pupil will find new tasks 

with every new passage. “These tasks cannot be solved by a specific hard-and-fast 

formula.”176 The technical solution will change from pianist to pianist based on hand 

structure. He also mentions, based on hand size, certain methods of playing such as 

amalgamation, playing with extended fingers, flexing fingers, etc. will be more 

advantageous than others.  

The most frequent fault is the third finger being over flexed. Eliminating this fault 

results in an instant improvement of velocity and tone volume. Gát gives four factors that 

                                                
173 Ibid., 139. 
 
174 Ibid. 
 
175 Ibid. 
 
176 Ibid., 140. 
 



 

77 
 

influence the position of the fingers during playing. “1. The apportioning of the noise-

effects (The different flexions of the fingers will emphasize the corresponding noise-

effects.) 2. Tonality (Order of succession of the keys.) 3. Dynamic grade (Flexed fingers 

when playing louder.) 4. Tempo of the play (Flexed fingers when playing slower.)”177 He 

notes that these factors sometimes operate contrarily to each other. He then gives two 

general rules. “The flexed position is more favourable to the sharp contours because 

comparatively great muscle activity is required for the execution of small movements.”178 

The second rule is “In playing with extended fingers—when the fingers may be regarded 

as elongations of the keys—it is easier to attain soft tone effects.”179 He closes this 

chapter by saying that the extended position is advantageous because the muscles do not 

tire as much due to moving in small movements. 

Every hand is different. This is shown throughout the book, where Gát features 

pictures of hands of many concert pianists as well as plaster casts of many composers’ 

hands. Size and proportions are not crucial to having great technique. However, more 

work will be required in acquiring good technique depending upon the structure and form 

of the hand.  

6.12 The Fundamental Playing Forms And Their Variants 

Gát lists the fundamental forms as scales, octaves, chords, trills, etc. These forms 

can be broken down further into individual actions and articulations. A scale’s main 

constituents are finger-strokes and the synthesizing movements of the arm. The variants 
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are transformations of the playing form, which are going to vary from pianist to pianist 

due to the individual musical concept and the movements applied by the individual. 

“While practicing the variants requires special artistic work, the cyclical practising of the 

playing forms serve to improve the physical condition.”180 Gát states that to practice the 

variants independently away from the music in the form of exercises is inexpedient, while 

playing pieces of various styles helps the pianist develop capacity to create variants. He 

also contends that it is harmful from the point of technique to specialize in only one 

composer’s works. 

6.13 The Technique Of Octaves And Chords 
 

Active finger strokes do not play a role, and the hand works together as a unit. 

Using the hand as a unit requires a certain shape and position of fingers. Gát 

differentiates between two separate opposing commands that are required when playing 

octaves. One command is needed for the first and fifth fingers to be firm. Another 

command is needed to keep fingers 2, 3, and 4 from inadvertently depressing keys. One 

way to keep the hand firm is for the thumb and fifth finger to tauten each other at the 

same time. One way to practice the tautening of fingers for octaves is to practice smaller 

intervals such as a sixth and then gradually expand it to an octave. A large hand is not an 

absolute requirement for good octave technique, but pianists with smaller hands will need 

longer preparation. Playing with taut fingers is easier in piano passages than in forte 

passages because of the force of the rebounding of the keys. The same is true of slow 

passages using less effort than of fast tempos. The swing-stroke uses the least effort as 

the rebound is absorbed in the shoulder and not in the finger-ends. “Excessively intensive 
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clenching may be detrimental to the accuracy of the swing-stroke because it weakens our 

sensation of the key as an elongation of the fingers.”181 He notes that the tautening of the 

hand should not be the goal but rather the grasping of the keys. He tells the reader to 

imagine that their fingers are 50 cm long—elongations of the arm. The most expedient 

way to play octaves is with a slightly stretched position. All fingers play a role in octave 

playing even though only two fingers touch the keys. Gát also discusses the role of the 

forearm in playing octaves. Octaves can be executed from any joint; however it is more 

frequently executed from the shoulder and elbow and hardly ever from the wrist due to 

the small muscle amount. Because of this, the wrist hardly ever executes independent 

swing-strokes but compliments active swing-strokes of the upper arm or forearm.  

Depending on the style and tempi, different variants and proportions of use of the wrist, 

elbow and shoulder can be implemented. The muscles and physical structure of an 

individual will also influence how octaves are played. Delicate tone regulation is nearly 

impossible when playing from the forearm, but rather by the functioning of the elastic 

support.  

In discussing the technique of playing chords, he notes that particular attention 

must be paid to the third finger, as it is the longest. This will help the hand execute as a 

single unit. “In chord playing all five fingers must be kept equally taut, both as regards 

the fingers held aloft and those which—in their role of elongation of the arm—strike the 

keys.”182 When discussing the dynamic shaping of chords, the fingers must remain firm in 

a clinched position so that individual tone volumes can be regulated. This regulation is 
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executed by shifting the center of gravity and by adjusting the stroke height of the 

fingers. Certain tones should be emphasized to be expressive and to voice the melody. It 

is accomplished by directing the joints of firm fingers, with movements that will become 

automatic. He mentions that thinking about the tone that needs to be voiced is often 

enough to shape the hand in the correct position for executing the voicing. This should be 

automated with the musical concept, always striking with the finger-ends.  

Chords and octaves are discussed together as the active finger strokes do not play 

a role. The hand works as a unit in both chords and octaves. Both are executed with 

upper-arm strokes. Gát gives different rhythms for practicing octave scales, broken 

chords, sixths, and scales in sixths. In practicing chord repetitions, the pianist should 

move the hand in and then out of the keys, while maintaining the same point of 

execution. The forearm does not need to leave the keys because the swing-strokes are 

such short sharp movements. He cites Schubert’s Erlkönig as an example.  

Broken chords, which are arpeggios in octaves, are also based on uniform chord 

touch with the active swinging motion executed by the fingers. The fingers are somewhat 

stretched when executing broken chords with adapting movements, and shifting the 

center of gravity by rotation and vertical movements that help counter-balance the forces. 

When practicing broken chords slowly, the motion is increased. If using a rotational or 

vertical movement, slow practicing can deform the movement; focus should remain on 

finger work. Gát warns against the mindless repetitive practicing of broken chords, 

asserting that it is a waste of time. The components should be blended proportionately by 

practicing the different variants with a specific musical concept in mind. Gát says this is 
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the only way to practice broken chords, as it will help automate one’s playing and at the 

same time become more expressive.  

Arpeggios are in the category of broken chords. Gát refers to the arpeggio in 

greater detail in chapter twenty, entitled “Passages.” In addressing arpeggios, Gát notes 

that the greatest fault of execution is an attempt by way of rotation. Execution by finger 

work is also incorrect. Gát says that the solution is a swing-stroke with a wide spindle 

movement of the arm. The hand should be tautened, and the center of gravity is shifted 

from each tone to the next. The upper arm is responsible for the arpeggio. If the arpeggio 

is wider than the span of the hand, the tone that has to be leapt to must be grasped. When 

that tone is missed, it is most likely due to the fact that the tone is being bumped by way 

of rotation and not grasped. 

“If on the other hand, we give the finger an active task to accomplish—the 
sounding of a tone or the grasping of a key—it will be able to execute this task 
with an absolute sureness and facility because the expedient movement of the 
‘grasping’ is an inherited unconditioned reflex practiced also continually in our 
everyday life.”183 

 
The wider the arpeggio, the more important it is to execute the grasp. 

6.13.1 Author’s Commentary 

This is the longest chapter of the book. It is extremely detailed with many 

pictures, examples, exercises and figures. Gát includes filmstrips of pianists playing 

passages at 32 pictures per second to demonstrate chord and octave playing. Careful 

study, including experimentation, is essential to understanding such a complex chapter.  
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6.14 The Tremolo 

The most important element in executing the tremolo is the rotation of the 

forearm. The angle of rotation is ninety degrees to the key. The sound of a tremolo is 

mechanical, and one cannot apply dynamic shading to individual strokes. Because of this, 

the tremolo should only be carried out at a quick tempo. If the tempo will allow it, a 

vertical movement is preferred. An upper arm stroke is needed if one wants to put an 

emphasis on the tremolo tone. The tremolos dynamic contour can be shaped in a fast 

tempo through the weight-effect of the upper arm, not by changing the force of the single 

strokes. In slow tempos the synthesizing movements no longer permit dynamic shaping, 

and adapting movements must be increased with upper-arm swing-strokes to attain 

dynamic shading. Gát again implores that one decide what kind of sound is wanted and 

then apply the appropriate motions.  

Gát describes two types of tremolos: the plain forearm tremolo and the shaken 

tremolo. The tremolo is the most complicated swinging movement from the point of view 

of the action of the joints. The rotation occurs in the forearm and must be expedient. “The 

first prerequisite is thus full transmission by the hand of even the slightest movement of 

the forearm. A firm chord position is imperative also in the tremolo, just as in octave and 

chord technique.”184 Gát then instructs that in order to emphasize one tone more than the 

other, one needs to shift the center of gravity. It is easier to emphasize the fifth finger 

than the thumb because in doing so one uses his biceps. The plain forearm tremolo 

requires a fixed elbow position, and the “upper arm does not move, nor does the direction 
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of the axis of rotation change.”185 The angle of the bend in the elbow depends on where 

the bicep is most capable of utilizing its force. Muscles that execute rotation, besides the 

biceps, are relatively weak. So if a louder volume is needed, the mass participating in the 

rotation must be increased. In the shaken tremolo, the arm must be more relaxed than 

when playing a plain tremolo. The shaken tremolo requires a less fixed elbow than the 

plain tremolo. An increase of tone volume occurs due to the increased mass of the upper 

arm shaking with the rotation of the forearm. The thumb strokes are emphasized more 

easily and have the weight of the hand and the arm behind them. The rotation axis also is 

shifted more towards the little finger.  

6.14.1 Author’s Commentary 

This chapter is quite detailed in the instruction of playing the tremolo. Most of the 

information is not necessarily new, but it is informative. Gát also addresses broken 

octaves in this chapter as they use a similar technique.  

6.15 Skips 

The technique of skips is similar to that of chords, because what is needed is 

firmness of the hand and immobile fingers. The arm’s movements depend on the span of 

the hand. The skip is the most misunderstood element of piano technique. The skip is 

defined as two tones that are located at a greater distance than that of the span of the 

hand. The fingers must lead the movement of the skip. Most skips that fail do so because 

the arm leads rather than the fingers. Gát gives an example and says that a skipping bass 

is most effectively carried out with the fifth finger staying stretched, otherwise the hand 
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position will be contradictory to the direction of the skips and the arm will have to move 

further. With every skip the horizontal movement of the arm is needed,  

and this lateral movement causes difficulties in the execution of the vertical 
movement required by the swing-stroke. The major fault in executing the skip is 
focusing on the horizontal movement and not the combined horizontal and 
vertical movements. The pianist must focus on the sound of the tone and not the 
movement.186 

 
Gát gives the following order of succession: “1. Concentrate on the tone 2. Concentrate 

on the key 3. Concentrate on the direct swing-stroke preceding the tone production 

(vertical movement).”187 Gát gives three steps in the teaching of the horizontal 

movement: “1. The horizontal movement must be as natural as possible. 2. It must be 

executed along the shortest trajectory. 3. The music itself (its volume and colour) 

determines to what extent which parts of our body participate in the horizontal 

movements.”188 He then says that pianists have to avoid any unnecessary, superfluous 

movement. Gát divides skips into two categories: 1. Both tones of the skips are reached 

by even motion and result from indirect swing-strokes. 2. The first tone, struck by a direct 

swing-stroke, is used as if it were a springboard for reaching the second tone. Even 

motion skips are required when playing repeated skips in fast tempi, as there is no time to 

prepare. Single note skipping is similar to large rotation. Gát says that the rotation of the 

forearm requires the thumb and little finger to reach beyond the key to be struck. He 

includes pictures of his student, Tamás Vasáry, playing the octave passage of Liszt’s La 

Campanella at a rate of 48 photos per second. Gát states that this proves the hand does 
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not hit against the side of the key but compensates by “braking” with a “reverse-directed” 

little arc. Gát admonishes that one should not consciously think of this braking. Gát 

states, “The more extended the hand position the smaller the movement required.”189 

6.16 Glissando 

Gát states that the glissando is not a swing-stroke, but the gliding of the hand in 

one movement, best achieved with closed fingers and the back of the hand turned towards 

the keyboard. He says that the fingers should not be stiff, but elastic, and should have taut 

ends. He includes pictures of various types of glissandi including glissandi in thirds, 

thumb glissandi, and glissandi in both sixths and octaves. Gát gives advice for fingering 

and where to play on the finger, depending on hand size. 

6.17 Finger Technique 

Finger technique is the most important subdivision of piano playing. It is 

important both in the swing-stroke and in the transmitting of force from the arms to the 

keys. Gát implores the reader to consider the finger an elongation of the arm and to feel 

the need to “stand behind” each tone. He says the most important requirement of good 

finger technique is the elastic support. He counsels against the passivity of the arm. He 

warns against the hand becoming neutral territory between the fingers and the arms, and 

against those who train the hand to be motionless as the fingers and arms execute. He 

says, “The joints can have but two roles: either they belong to the active swinging unit or 

to the elastic support.”190 To have a neutral hand hinders both these roles. When 
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answering the question of whether fingers should be raised, Gát says there is no other 

solution.  

One of the biggest factors of proper training of fingers is positive concentration 

on what the active fingers are doing and not on what the inactive fingers are doing. 

Pianists focus on inactive fingers because of the conception that it will help the 

independence of fingers. “A finger is independent if its work is not hindered by the other 

fingers.”191 He warns against keeping fingers that are inactive in contact with the key as it 

hinders the action of the active fingers. He also warns against beginning students 

participating in polyphonic finger exercises and suggests these exercises for students who 

are more advanced, studying works such as the “Well-Tempered Clavier.”   

Gát then gives a detailed analysis of each finger. “The first finger is clumsy and 

slow because its base joint—enabling the thumb to stretch and move diagonally—is less 

suited to velocity than that of the other fingers.”192 An important part of technique is 

passing the thumb under the hand, which is awkward due to the diagonal movement 

required. It is also difficult to play a beautiful tone with the thumb without using an 

active swinging motion of the upper arm. The second finger is viewed as strong, skillful, 

and reliable. He makes the point, however, that it is the most used in everyday life, and 

this detrimentally affects piano playing. The position of the second finger on the end 

allows it to be used as an elongation of the arm resulting in rotation, or shaking instead of 

striking the key with the finger. This negatively affects tone similar to the unevenness of 

the thumb. The third finger is the longest and most passive. The fourth finger is 
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connected to the third and fifth fingers by way of junctures, which are tiny bridges 

between the tendons. If the third and fifth fingers do not move, these junctures impede 

the movement of the fourth finger. It has great striking force but must be developed. 

Using the fourth finger should not be avoided or viewed as a last resort. He says that the 

fourth finger is only disadvantageous if the other fingers are to remain motionless. The 

fifth finger is one of the most muscular fingers as is seen in octave technique. Two things 

limit the strokes of the fifth finger, the shortness of the finger and its mass. The pianist 

should make sure that forearm strokes do not replace the active participation of the fifth 

finger. Each finger is capable of showing force and velocity in certain conditions.  

The most expedient and most economical finger work is attained in the following 
way: The swing-stroke should be executed by the first joint, while the second and 
the third joints adjust themselves to the keyboard by bending or extending the 
fingers.193  

 
Gát continues by saying he does not understand why all pianists do not play this way, and 

notes that outstanding pianists do play this way, as it is the only way to successfully play 

by using the natural movements. Some pianists do use the first joint as mentioned; 

however they also bend the second and third joints. They strive to find an even velocity, 

which eliminates the possibilities of agogic and dynamic subtlety. He also warns that 

with this technique the pianist is unable to create nuance or obtain maximum speed or 

tone volume.  

In speaking about prerequisites for good tone in finger technique, many believe 

good piano tone is the result of natural endowment. However, the student can be taught to 

transmit the impulse from the first joint of his fingers to the finger-ends as well as passing 

the weight-effect from the arm to the keys. “If the finger strikes as a whole single unit, 
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the force and course of the swing-stroke will be accurately determined by the motion of 

the first joint.”194 No unnecessary movements from the second or third joints should be 

made so that the movements remain economical. “We have to develop the ‘finger-end 

feeling’, that is, the ability of consciously touching the keys with active finger-ends. 

However, it is impossible to prescribe in advance which part of the finger should touch 

the key.”195  

The pianist should use the finger-pulp to cling to the key. “The larger the surface 

of the finger-pulp touching the key, i.e. the more stretched the finger, the more favourable 

will be the position for executing the direct swing stroke.”196 If stretched too far, the 

catching possibility would not exist. The medium position of the fingers is the most 

favourable. Finger position will also vary based on the succession of black and white 

keys. Gát admonishes the pianist to approach the keys by the shortest route possible. He 

also warns against sliding on a key after playing, or any other superfluous movement as 

this weakens the stroke. If the second and third joints give while striking, there is less 

resonance and a loss of force. Gát compares this with using a hammer with a broken 

handle and not being able to strike with the required force. To prevent the joints from 

giving and to prevent noise-effects, one should feel the fleshy part of the finger touching 

the key on a concentrated area the size of a pinhead. If the surface area of the finger 

touching the key diminishes, so will the noise-effects. When the joints give, the finger 

will strike with more surface area and noise-effects. In discussing joint work of the 
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fingers and forearm, Gát warns against the shake of the hand that some pupils show. The 

active forearm motion causes mechanical sound and makes dynamic shading impossible.  

The other extreme is the technique of the entire finger only. “Technical solutions 

can be determined only by the musical concept and there is no predetermined pattern 

which could serve as a basis for constituting generally valid and constant rules.”197 This 

technique also eliminates the ability of dynamic shading and eliminates the help given by 

the arm when the fingers are able to function as an elongation of the arm. When 

addressing exercises for the development of finger-technique, students with good hand 

structure and movements can learn from imitating the teacher. Students who lack good 

movements should undertake finger exercises to help develop touch and to aid in efficient 

finger work. The goal of these exercises should be a separate swing-stroke that is clear 

and vigorous only executed with the fingers. This can be checked if the arm floats 

weightlessly and does not aid in resistance. Gát says the more accurately executed the 

swing-stroke, the deeper the key will go. “At a certain depth, the weight of the finger will 

of itself suffice to hold down the key.”198 The antagonistic muscles and the weight of the 

fingers hinder the rise of the keys. Gát suggests white key exercises for movements that 

ensure movement from just the first joint and not the second and third joints. He then 

suggests preparation through using gymnastic exercises from Chapter Twenty-five. Gát 

also gives an exercise to be executed in a five-finger pattern with the fingers touching the 

keys in a relaxed medium position. One should concentrate on the swing-stroke of each 
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individual finger one at a time, though Gát suggests starting with the fourth finger. He 

states that the finger should be lifted as high as possible without strain in preparing the 

stroke. The analogy Gát gives is the preparation swing needed to strike a gong, but the 

swing must originate from the first joint and not the shoulder. Gát states, “the resting 

fingers must always be permitted to accompany the finger executing the swing-stroke.”199 

He goes on to say that the accompanying finger should fall back to the keys and should 

not remain in the air nor lean heavily against the keys. “During the whole process of the 

swinging movement, i.e., both when lifting and striking, we always have to rivet our 

attention on the finger-ends.”200 Gát again reminds the reader to focus on the fleshy part 

of the finger pad striking the key on as narrow of a point as possible. His analogy is to 

think of a thorn coming out of the finger pad striking the key. The arm should float freely 

and the pianist should feel as if the keys are being moved directly from the chest. The 

thumb is not able to participate in the aforementioned exercise because of the immobility 

of the arm and the deep position of the wrist. The thumb supports the arm by resting 

lightly on the keys. “This makes possible the free suspension of the arm which would 

otherwise be impeded by the exhaustion of the muscles.”201 To practice the thumbs free 

swing-stroke the arm must be free to move. With a higher wrist the motion of the thumb 

is unhindered. Individual swing-strokes should not be separated. While one finger is 

playing, the next finger prepares for the next stroke with the arm adjusting its movements 

simultaneously. Five-finger patterns such as Hanon finger exercises are most suitable for 
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practicing free swing-strokes of the trunk. The tempo will be determined by the linking of 

the movements. The exercise must consist of a series of free swing-strokes. The thumb 

strokes should be just as large as the strokes of the other fingers. Adaptation of arm 

movements is crucial for each finger to assume the correct striking position. The arm, 

however, should not participate in the swing-stroke or in the resistance. “The application 

of weight-effect would render the fingers unable to utilize their full freedom of action, 

thus depriving their swinging movement of freedom and comfort.”202 As a result of the 

arm not participating in the application of weight-effect, the tone will not have the most 

beautiful sound. In actual performance there will be weight-effect, and since this is only 

an exercise to make the swing-stroke surer, it should be practiced in both hands 

separately. Gát concludes this chapter by saying these exercises should be practiced as 

needed for expedient playing and may not be needed by those who instinctively use their 

fingers expediently.   

6.18 The Playing of Scales 

Gát focuses on the difficulties that are associated with playing scales. One of 

these is the “swindling” of the hand so that the hand position change is not heard. Other 

difficulties include evenness of tone, not hearing the arm movement with the two finger 

groups, accommodating for weaker tone at the top, and the trouble of the thumb. He then 

breaks down the playing of scales by unit, starting with the arm. Gát says that the tempo 

of the scale is a major influence in the difficulty of its execution and the adapting of 

movements. The slower the scale, the more adapting of movements is required. He says 

that the arm should glide in one motion, like the motion of the arm when playing a 
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glissando. “Do not forget however—as this would cause serious difficulties especially in 

slow tempi—that the synthesizing must take place in the direction of the strings and not 

horizontally.”203 In speaking about the adapting movements of the arm, Gát says, “The 

work of the arm is completed by the horizontal movement of the hand and the raising and 

sinking of the wrist.”204 Raising and lowering the wrist will disrupt the flow and slow 

down the automization of the scale.   

He then addresses the changing of the hand position. Gát says that the hand will 

be in one of three positions in relation to the forearm. It will either be straight in relation 

to the arm, or at an angle bending towards either the thumb or the little finger. The hand 

position should be chosen after considering the facilitation of the fingers. The thumb has 

the greatest horizontal movement of all the fingers and does not need help, but the hand 

must remain high enough so that the thumb’s motion is not hindered. This concept will be 

quoted almost verbatim in upcoming treatises. Gát references Chopin’s advocating that 

the hand should be a continuation of the forearm when playing scales. Gát notes that this 

is an excellent solution when playing an inward scale because the third and fourth fingers 

cross over the thumb nicely. Gát however says that when playing an outward scale using 

the same hand position, the second finger plays with a jerk. He suggests turning the hand 

in the direction of the playing “even by a strong ulnar flexion, in order to enable the 

second finger to assume its place smoothly.”205 Gát says that the turning of the hand also 
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helps the third and fourth fingers to play smoothly. He notes that the difficulty increases 

as the tempo decreases, as the adapting movements require a changing hand position.  

Gát then addresses the preparation of the thumb. When the thumb stroke directly 

opposes the playing direction, the thumb must be passed under the hand. An outward 

scale is such an example. When playing an inward scale, no preparation is needed. Gát 

warns against the tightening of the thumb, which is a temptation because the thumb is so 

far above the keys. Gát says that in fast tempos the thumb should be passed under the 

palm immediately upon striking so that it will be in position for its next stroke. In slow 

tempos the preparation of the thumb should be delayed until the third or fourth finger 

play. Gát addresses slow playing of fast scales and encourages the breakdown of the scale 

into its individual finger movements. He notes that when playing fast scales slowly it is 

not beneficial to have an even motion, as it will cause the arm to stiffen. He continues by 

saying one should divide the octave into two for the two arm movements. Gát also notes 

that the arm movement simultaneously takes place with the thumb strokes. Gát states that 

as long as the upper arm is ready for synthesizing, practicing slow will not affect the 

synthesizing of fast scales. 

6.18.1 Author’s Commentary 

This chapter is very detailed in describing the complexity of playing scales. 

Movements, preparations for movements, and adaptation of movements are all analyzed. 

Pictures of pianists playing scales photographed at 120 photos per second, with every 

other photo removed, are included to help analyze such fine movements. Gát names 

scales as one of the most difficult phases of piano technique.   
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6.19 Scales in Thirds 

Gát says that scales in thirds share the same difficulties as normal scales, even 

though there is more difficulty in changing hand positions in scales in thirds. Two fingers 

striking notes at the same time is difficult because of the different lengths and masses of 

the individual fingers. Gát shares two views on how to teach this technique. The first is to 

connect the top note, making the top voice legato. The second is contrary to this, making 

the lower voice the legato voice.  Both of these views share the fact that the hand turns 

into the new position by leaning on the thumb, which results in a perfect legato. The 

drawback is that there are pauses, which result between the notes of the non-legato voice. 

Another solution is to play the thirds as elongations of the arm. The drawback with this 

solution is that the finger strokes become mixed up with the arm strokes, and the sound is 

uneven and clumsy. The difficulties appear when coordinating the thumb that strikes 

sideways with the third finger that strikes vertically.  

Gát talks through the steps of playing a scale in thirds with an upper arm stroke 

and putting the thumb under for its next note as soon as the thumb plays its first note. He 

also advises watching what the fifth finger does so that the arm does not rotate rather than 

executing the stroke. The next step Gát talks about is the jump that the first and third 

fingers must make to play their next notes. He compares the movement of the third finger 

to a pair of scissors that open in the opposite direction after playing. Gát continues to talk 

through the motions of the pairs of fingers, and the oblique movements and semi-arc 

strokes that must be employed to play the scale in thirds. Gát addresses the consequence 

of using a sliding fingering in playing scales in thirds, i.e., an energetic horizontal 

movement. This results in unevenness and may require the arm to play if the finger does 
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not move. For successful scales in thirds, Gát suggests being able to play normal scales 

first as well as being able to play trills in thirds to help automatize motions. He also 

advocates that the pianist practice playing thirds in the air.       

6.19.1 Author’s Commentary 

This chapter is very short. Gát again implores the pianist to participate in 

preliminary gymnastic exercises. The fingers will deviate a bit from what has been 

referred to as the medium position and move more towards the stretched position. 

However, the fingers should not curl in the opposite direction and assume a bent position. 

Pianists often make the mistake of over flexing their fingers.   

6.20 Passages 

It is similar to the previous two chapters on scales, and the same rules can be 

applied. Gát includes more images of Annie Fischer at the rate of one hundred twenty 

photos per second.  

1. The arm has to “unite” the passage progressing in the same direction by one  
    movement.  
2. The hand must always be turned in the direction of the passage’s progression.  
3. The thumb always strikes contrarily to the direction of the passage.  
4. The thumb stroke must be prepared in the best possible way.206  
 

Gát says that passages include playing broken chords through several octaves. Wide 

synthesizing movements are harder in passages that are written in a slow tempo. These 

synthesizing movements must be supported by adaptive movements in order for the 

fingers to reach the keys in time when changing hand position. Otherwise the arm will 

execute the position change, resulting in a hard uneven tone. Learning to play smooth 

passages should be the first goal of learning passages as all other variants can be deduced 
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from the smooth passage. Practicing fast passages in slow tempos requires the adapting 

movements to become smaller as the tempo increases.  

Adapting must be applied only to the extent required by the free execution of the 
swing-strokes of the fingers, because in the slow passages the adapting 
movements which are otherwise very important will narrow down to the 
movements of the finger with the result that the slow practising of fast passages 
will be absolutely useless.207  

 
Gát also says that the finger movements must be increased just as with scales. He also 

states that the synthesizing process should prevail. He then talks about the importance of 

preparing the thumb when playing the second finger on outward passages. The execution 

of the note and the arm position change has to occur simultaneously. Gát states that the 

fingers should not change position while the thumb is preparing. Position changes inward 

also pose challenges such as the hand having to execute multiple parts in a semi-arc 

horizontal stroke. Passage practice, Gát states, should be prepared by scale practice. 

6.21 Trills 

Gát discusses the danger of viewing trills as mere ornamentation. The main aim of 

a trill is to increase emotion. Viewing a trill this way will make the trill more musical and 

less technical. To play a musical trill, the apportioning of resistance is essential. He says 

that a uniform trill does not have to mean a mechanical sounding trill. He defines the 

difference between free trills and a composer prescribing a metered trill. Grouping can 

occur in free trills but cannot sound “consciously” grouped. Gát quotes Couperin as 

saying, “Although in the table of ornamentation the trills are prescribed with uniform 

notes, they must be, nevertheless, played slower in the beginning than when finishing 
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them, but this increasing must be made imperceptibly . . .”208 Gát also quotes extensively 

from treatises by J.J. Quantz209 and Leopold Mozart210 on the trill velocity being 

dependent on the specifications of the hall in which the pianist performs. Gát also says 

register plays a part in the appropriate velocity of a trill. Gát discusses three types of 

trills: 1. Plain finger trills, 2. Trills with alternating fingers, and 3. Tremolo trills. Plain 

finger trills are those that are played with neighboring fingers. The plain finger trill is 

used when a trill needs to be agile and sensitive but not when volume is needed. 

Generally, Gát says that the smaller the difference of length between fingers, the easier 

and more beautiful the trill. Trills with alternating fingers are usually used for trills of a 

long duration. This is not a trill for delicacy. Either 1-3-2-3 or 1-3-1-2 is usually used. 

Tremolo trills are executed with a rotational movement. This is the most used trill. 

Noncontiguous finger combinations are used such as 1-3, or 2-4, or 3-5.  

6.21.1 Author’s Commentary 

Gát includes exercises that are attributed to Mozart. Gát also admonishes the 

practice of trills without a set rhythm. The trill should be started by the upper-arm stroke, 

so that the fingers are already trilling when they touch the keys. The pianist should 

choose a trill based on the musical concept and not out of ease of technicality. 

This is a wonderful example of how Gát always combines the thought of technique with 

that of musical expression.  
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6.22 Repeated Notes 
 
Gát summarizes two methods of playing repeated notes. One can either use the 

same finger with the strokes being executed from the arm or use alternating fingers. The 

decision must be based on the musical effect desired, dynamic, tempo, the physical 

endowment of the pianist and the length of the repeated passage. Using the same finger 

allows execution with a direct swing-stroke. This is beneficial for delicate handling of 

agogics and dynamics as well as when both hands have repeated notes. Delicate shaping 

occurs without any noise-effects. Physically it is only possible to execute these notes for 

a short time in situations with fast tempi. Alternating finger repetitions result in upper 

noises and a mechanical sounding repetition. This, however, allows the pianist to execute 

the repetition for longer periods of time. In very fast tempi, alternating fingers have to be 

employed. Gát suggests using 4-3-2-1 or 4-3-2 on longer duration repetitions. He says 

that sometimes a fifth finger can also be used depending on the passage and the length of 

the finger. Alternating fingers also allows for the rhythmic articulation of the repetition. 

This is a reason for using alternating fingers in a slow tempo. Again, Gát says the musical 

concept should dictate what method of fingering to use. He also says that the musical 

concept can change over time, causing the pianist to change fingering.   

6.23 Playing Etudes 
 

In chapter twenty-three, Gát addresses the importance of playing etudes and the 

problems that are associated with etudes. Some etudes were written with the purpose of 

being performed and included as part of the repertoire. Others were intended to be 

exercises. Gát warns that playing etudes with no valuable musical content can be 

dangerous and useless, amounting to only training the muscles of the fingers. The result 
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is mechanical playing that does not develop the technique of musical expression. Gát is 

quite passionate about his stance on the playing of etudes. He says that etudes can either 

be useful, indifferent, or harmful. Gát calls the development and increasing of the 

delicacy of the resistance one of the most important elements of piano technique.  “The 

most important basic problem of piano playing is the continual development of this 

ability.”211 He refers to a Czerny etude that has 42 repetitions of broken thirds. The etude 

has more broken thirds than any example in the literature, which means playing the etude 

requires a more developed technique than playing the actual literature. He says, “There is 

but one thing to be stressed: let us break away from the prejudice that piano technique 

can be acquired only by playing etudes.”212 

6.24 Fingering 

In chapter twenty-four, Gát writes about the rules of fingering. Fingering is an 

important constituent of clear musical shaping—not only the importance of choosing a 

fingering that will prove executable at the required speed, but most importantly, choosing 

a fingering with the musical concept in mind, as well as the physical make-up of the 

pianist. He says that “in the course of practising, more and more fingerings will gradually 

become automatized to the point where they may finally be applied without much 

thought even in sight-reading.”213 Gát goes on to write about twelve of the most 

important fingering rules.  

                                                
211 József Gát, The Technique of Piano Playing, Translated by István Kleszky. (London: 
Collet’s Publishers Ltd., 1974), 233. 
 
212 Ibid., 235. 
 
213 Ibid., 236. 
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The first is “The Special Role Of The Thumb And The Little Finger.” Gát gives 

examples that show different situations. Generally, the thumb and the fifth fingers on 

account of their length should play white keys in passages that have alternating white and 

black keys. “For the sake of musical expression, however, both the thumb and the little 

finger may be placed on the black keys.”214 They may also be placed on black keys for 

the sake of synthesizing. He also says that the little finger on black keys is found more 

frequently than the thumb.  

The second rule is “Passing The Fingers Over And Under.” The thumb is more 

easily passed under if the preceding finger is on a black key. Passing over is easier “if the 

next finger strikes a black key after the thumb has played a white key.”215 He suggests 

alternative fingering for the left hand G and D Major scales where the fourth finger goes 

on the F-sharp. He also notes that the lateral movement of the thumb takes considerable 

space. This makes passing over a thumb on a white key difficult.  

The third rule is on the “Role Of The Fingering In The Synthesizing Movement.” 

It is beneficial in shaping the dynamic line and helping the harmonic structure to be 

palpable. Gát again brings up the alternative fingering for the left hand G and D Major 

scales as being more dynamically appropriate fingering. He states that both fingering is 

needed and is situational. Broken chords sound better with a fingering that assists the 

synthesizing movement. Finger sliding most often from a black key to a white key is 

another example.  
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The fourth fingering rule is about “Crossing.” Gát says that most crossing has to 

do with the third finger. In outward crossing, the third finger usually crosses over the 

fourth finger. In inward crossing, the third finger usually crosses over the second finger. 

Gát then gives a history of crossing fingering that does not really pertain to the modern 

instrument.  

The fifth fingering rule is “The Role of Fingering in Shifting the Centre of 

Gravity.” Gát says that good fingering facilitates the shifting of the hand’s center of 

gravity. He says that the hand should not be too stretched nor too closed. He cites a root 

position triad with the octave doubled, fingered 1-2-3-5. He contrasts this with a first 

inversion triad with the octave doubled, fingered 1-2-4-5. In a second inversion chord, he 

says the fingering will depend on whether or not the distance between the outer two 

fingers is over a white-key third. If so, a fourth finger should be used, if not, a third. Gát 

says the same rule applies to the left hand four-note tonic chord. 

The sixth rule is about “Adapting Movements With The Aid Of Fingering.” 

Depending on the desired musical effect, different fingers should be used. Noise-effects 

will be more abundant based on which fingers are used, based on free arm action. The 

number of adapting movements will also differ based on which fingers are used. He cites 

an example from a Schubert Impromptu where Liszt employs a certain fingering; whereas 

Schubert did not prescribe any.  

The seventh rule is the “Consideration Of Peculiarities Of The Individual 

Fingers.” Here Gát addresses the fact that each finger is different anatomically. They are 

different in length, mass, and each finger can solve different problems. Gát says that there 

should not be a good, bad, strong, or weak finger. He uses the thumb and pinky as 
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examples. The thumb is great for forte or louder notes as well as independent tones. The 

fifth finger, he says, was shown in Chopin’s Etude in A Minor to be advantageous in 

chromatic scales. A passage will sound different based on what fingering is used with 

different adaptations and complementary movements, if used.  

The eighth rule is about “Repetition Of The Same Fingering In Changing Octave 

Positions.” Even though sometimes this is not convenient, Gát says that following this 

rule will help facilitate automatization of the movement.  

The ninth rule addressed involves “Fingering In Sequences.” It is a similar rule to 

that of repeating fingering in changing octave positions. If a sequence occurs, fingering 

should be the same in each part of the sequence. An exception to the rule can be made if 

there is an inconvenience, such as a thumb or little finger being placed on a black key.  

The tenth rule relates to “Phrasing.” Fingering must facilitate phrasing. Style is 

also something to take into consideration. In some cases, phrasing is simplified by 

crossing. In other cases accentuation of accents, or other grace notes must be considered. 

If an accentuation is repetitive, the same finger should play the accentuation, if possible.  

“Tremolo Fingering” is the subject of the eleventh rule. Gát notes that non-

contiguous fingers help aid in tremolo effects. If a supple sound is desired, he advocates 

placing a fourth finger on F# in the ascending left hand chromatic scale, and a right hand 

fourth finger on the B-flat of the descending chromatic scale. This fingering will result in 

a softer sound and less of a tremolo motion.  

The twelfth fingering rule has to do with “Directional Fingering.” “The fingers 

with higher numerals turn the hand inwards; therefore, when executing outward-directed 

passages, we have to employ fingers with lower numerals. Appropriate fingering helps to 
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turn the hand in the playing direction”216 Gát credits C.P.E. Bach with first addressing 

directional fingering when he suggested that in playing outward broken chords, using the 

third finger was more convenient. Gát notes that when playing a C Major six-four chord 

outwards, using the third finger is more reliable, as well as more brilliant sounding. When 

playing inward, it will only sound good if using a fourth finger. Passages with outward 

minor chromatic thirds are examples of using directional fingering that require the hand 

to turn. There are two fingering options: either use a finger slide with the second finger 

from a black to white key, or slide the thumb on two consecutive white notes. When 

playing inward, Gát encourages using fifth finger as frequently as possible as it turns the 

hand in the direction of the playing. He gives several examples—among them, Chopin’s 

Etudes Op. 25 No. 6 and Op. 10 No. 2.  

He concludes this section by saying that directional fingering helps the pianist 

overcome technical difficulties when using typical fingering. But he says that directional 

fingering can also be used to facilitate arm work to help one’s playing become more 

natural and automatized.    

6.25 Complementary Gymnastic Exercises 

This chapter is about hand gymnastics. The majority of this seventeen-page 

section comes from Gát’s earlier publication, Kéztorna. There are many illustrations by 

Jenő Syőts, and Gát gives fifty-eight different hand gymnastic exercises intended “to 

facilitate correct innervation of the movements required in piano playing.”217 He says that 

they also are to be used to compliment systematic keyboard training and can be used 
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when practicing at the keyboard is not possible. He gives three rules when using the 

exercises. “1. Never work to the point of fatigue. 2. Only exercises carried out with full 

concentration can be of use. 3. Even when exercising with a single finger joint, the whole 

body should be kept ready for action in a relaxed posture.”218 Gát cites the use of 

gymnastic exercises as far back as Couperin, and he cites others who implemented 

gymnastic exercises, including E. W. Jackson, and multiple citations of Franz Liszt. After 

the explanations of exercises, Gát gives various recommendations concerning the use of 

the exercises. He says that daily practice should not last longer than ten minutes. He says 

that they generally should be done in order until mastered. He then gives lists of exercises 

to be done for certain objectives. For example, exercise 42 states, “Open and close the 

fingers (even the thumb) in fan-like fashion but with the second finger held motionless. 

Praticse the same with motionless third of [sic] fourth fingers.”219   

6.26 Notes On Teaching The Technical Problems Of Beginners 

Chapter twenty-six of the work is a pedagogical section guiding the reader in 

teaching children. This is unique in the fact that almost all twentieth century treatises 

avoid discussing pedagogy for young children. Gát’s discussion on conducting and 

movement is also quite revolutionary for a treatise. 

The first thing beginners should be taught is how to develop the musical 

imaginative capacity. “In the preceding chapters the most important technical task in 

piano playing is the production of tones corresponding to our musical concept.”220 Gát 
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addresses the difficulty of the student trying to focus on the musical concept while using 

a full-sized instrument that was built for an adult. The child, who will continue to grow, 

must learn how to use his arm and fingers and play this full-sized instrument.  

Gát addresses the preparatory teaching that takes place in group lessons of 

preparatory schools that are popular in Europe, based on methods by Kodály or Dalcroze, 

for example. The pupil should learn polyphony, note reading (including being able to 

read two-voice pieces), freedom of movement (by learning movement exercises), and 

should also be familiar with stringed and wind instruments. If preparatory teaching is not 

available, these movement exercises should be covered in piano lessons. These 

movement exercises include walking exercises, rhythmic exercises and synthesizing 

movements. Several walking exercises and rhythmical hand movements which one can 

do with beginning students are included. He then talks about the task of teaching 

synthesizing movements to a pupil. The easiest way to teach this is to have the pupil 

conduct while the teacher plays or have them synthesize circles into the units of the 

meter. Ideally, the teacher will play a piece that he wants the pupil to play. Gát suggests 

using folk songs that lie in a five-finger hand position. He also suggests having the pupil 

conduct before beginning piano playing and experience creating music by movement. He 

suggests also that the pupil learn hand gymnastic exercises.  

Next, the student should be taught that the synthesizing comes from the student’s 

heart. This will help the student understand the energy and also the whole body acting as 

an elastic support. The initial and final tones are always struck from the shoulder, as are 

repeated and staccato notes. Gát advises against the method of the “weight-technique 

school” and making a student play repeatedly with the whole arm. He states that the 
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forearm staccato should be avoided in the beginning years, because its use “requires an 

absolute sureness in the synthesizing movements of the upper arm.”221 

Gát calls legato the basic task of the teaching technique to beginning students. 

This is difficult because of the size of the keys, the size of a child’s hand, and the result 

of the timing of the movements. The teacher should exaggerate the movements for the 

first few months of lessons. The student will also need to strike from a higher height than 

an adult. The lift should not be the focus but rather the stroke of the first tone. 

Demonstration should not be the only method used in teaching the student; the student 

must also learn listening.  

Gát endorses playing to the pupil to demonstrate correct sound and showing the 

pupil how to use his upper arm. “It must be shown again and again how great the 

difference is if the upper arm executes free accommodation movements instead of 

extending the elbows or pressing them tightly against the trunk.”222 Gát points out that 

playing to the pupil is not to give them a pattern to imitate, but to show the “infatigable 

work” that is needed to help them express their musical concept.  

Improvisation is something that Gát says is important in developing a pupil’s 

musical concept. Improvisation should be prepared with vocal improvisations during 

preparatory teaching. Five-finger melodies are great for teaching improvisation. 

Eventually, with encouragement, the students will improvise by themselves. Gát says that 

what is improvised will not always be a masterpiece, but improvisation will help students 

with the vocabulary of melodies and will aid the student when a memory slip occurs.  
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Another area that beginners struggle with is observing rests for their full value. 

Preparatory schools have the pupil mark the rest with motion as a solution. This solution 

is to help the pupil understand that a rest means an increase of intensity. The pupil must 

learn to count. Rhythmic exercises that the pupil does in preparatory school as well as the 

examples sung in solfeggio lessons should be done while counting. One should count the 

most frequent occurring value. Gát does not advocate counting while playing as it 

distracts the pupil from focusing on the sound. However, it can be helpful to count aloud 

while playing a complicated rhythmic excerpt.  

Gát then discusses the challenge of teaching a pupil tone volume. Gát counsels 

teachers to compensate the tone volume for the physical capacities of a child, taking care 

that a child does not force volume. A child’s hand size and arm weight is not close to that 

of an adult. The weight of the key is built for an adult. The same challenge exists for soft 

tone volume.   

In regards to technical exercises, Gát advocates exercises that solve a musical 

task. He does not believe in rejecting all technical exercises and also does not believe in 

“l’art pour l’art technical tasks”223 He also advocates making technical exercises based 

on the repertoire. This helps the student not to play mechanically and indifferently. This 

also teaches the student how to practice and become self-reliant.  

Gát only advocates independent technical work in the case of practicing scales, 

chords, octaves and passages, though practice should only begin once a pupil has 

developed enough physically to do so mechanically and musically. Once a student can 

play and sight-read pieces in a five-finger position, he is ready to begin practicing scales. 

                                                
223 Ibid., 273. 



 

108 
 

Putting the thumb under should happen when the student is able to transfer energy from 

one finger to another and has firm fingers and free and easy arms. Gát advises that the 

student not practice slowly so that the proper feeling is automatized. As for chords, Gát 

advocates practicing chords in year three or four. If needed earlier, he suggests practicing 

two notes at a time.  

When it comes to the pedal, Gát advises waiting until the pupil can reach the 

pedals without compromising his sitting position or the whole course of study could be 

endangered. Gát lists two reasons for using the pedal. The first is to embellish the tone by 

the resonance of the tone. The second is to sustain a tone due to no possibility of the hand 

holding down the keys. The student needs to be able to decide whether there is any need 

to use the pedal. The pupil should become more instinctive and self-reliant in deciding.  

In the last section of this chapter, Gát lists the musical and technical skills that the 

teacher should combine for the development of the pupil. Teachers should have the pupil 

sight-read unfamiliar material to link visual and motor elements. The pupil should play 

melodies by ear, as well as improvise over drone bass accompaniment. Analysis can be 

taught based on the level of the pupil. Gát warns against one-sided development of a 

pupil. Once the mechanical aspects have been developed, the technical aspects will take 

little time.  

Every tone resulting from expedient movements will be useful and will help to 
develop his technique. Everything he plays will assist him in creating movement 
associations corresponding to the musical interrelations and in acquiring mastery 
over his arms and fingers.224  
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From the first lesson, the pupil must learn he can make the piano sing, and he should not 

be given tasks beyond his technical level. The development of a musical concept should 

be at the center of a teacher’s agenda. This does not mean that technique is not important. 

Gát says,  

the road to the acquisition of good technique does not lead through a dense thicket 
of finger exercises but through a profound living of the music itself in the course 
of re-creating it with a full sense of responsibility for each single tone 
produced.225 
 

Gát compares playing the piano to reciting poetry. One would not practice slower, 

enunciating every syllable louder in order to recite better. The same should be applied to 

Mozart and Beethoven, or finger exercises, and not to practice hours on end in the name 

of slow practice. Gát says, “Technique is within everybody’s reach.”226 A young pupil 

may be able to achieve a good musical effect by means of incorrect movements. This will 

not help the musical development of the pupil, and only motions that will should be used. 

 6.27 Conclusion 

Gát’s book is revolutionary as it is the first book to address piano technique from 

the angle of sound production in relation to instrument construction, as well as the angle 

of sound achieved because of biomechanics. The book is, however, not without fault. At 

times it seems quite disjunctive. Gát states in the preface of the first edition that the book 

requires careful study and re-reading. Since the original was written in Hungarian, there 

is the challenge of interpretation of the translation and the integrity of the interpretation. 

Gát’s book is referenced a fair bit but not widely implemented as far as pedagogical 
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treatises go. The book is out of print, although there are some plans of Gát’s family to 

allow another release of the book.  

In 1981, Gyorgy Sandor published a book entitled, On Piano Playing. Gyorgy 

Sandor also attended the Academy of Music in Budapest and completed studies in piano 

with Bartók and composition with Kodály. According to Gát’s son, Sandor and Gát were 

friends.227 Sandor’s work has many things in common with Gát’s work. It includes nearly 

identical diagrams of anatomy as well as pictures of hand exercises and gymnastics. It 

also includes diagrams that are based on the ideas written by Gát. It is still in print and 

published by Schirmer Learning.  
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CHAPTER VII 

GÁT METHOD: A PERSONAL TESTIMONY 

 

József Gát’s major work, The Technique of Piano Playing, has received praise 

including; “one of the most comprehensive and thorough investigations into the 

subject”228 It has also been said, “There can be no doubt that, to a serious professional 

student, this book will prove invaluable.”229 Gát’s work has been referenced by Lili 

Kraus,230 Konrad Wolff,231 Isabelle Vengerova,232 George Kochevitsky,233 Scott McBride 

Smith,234 and Reginald Gherig235 among many others.  

Gát’s work is a neglected masterwork that has wide ramifications on today’s 

piano playing. Principles of Lisztian technique were not recorded in a detailed written 
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record and have been passed on by oral tradition. Method books do not necessarily teach 

the student the technical skills that are often needed to play advanced repertoire. The 

student’s chance for success is only as good as the ability of the teacher to teach and the 

ability of the student to learn. When the author was growing up, many of his teachers 

were not able to help him find the technical solutions needed to play the advanced 

repertoire, which had been assigned. Though he could play the majority of pieces, there 

were always parts that were too technically challenging with the skill set that he had. 

Sometimes he could make it through a piece, though with increased tension that would 

affect the execution and the sound of a piece.  

In the preface, Gát says that the book was intended to be a “manual for pupils at 

teachers’ conservatories.”236 One would be hard pressed to find manuals for advanced 

technique such as Gát’s book. There are historical treatises on the technique of piano 

playing, but there are few technique books for piano playing, especially when Gát’s book 

was released in the 1950’s. As a 14-year-old student, when this author needed to acquire 

advanced technique to start playing advanced repertoire, the author would not read a 

treatise; the author did not even know what a treatise was. Many teachers do not earn 

advanced degrees and learn about treatises, but they can be exposed to advanced 

pedagogy techniques at professional music teacher organizations, workshops and 

conferences.  

Technical writing ability and communicating your ideas is a gift in itself. Gát was 

gifted in this area and mentioned in the preface that “the material of some chapters has 
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become concentrated to such a degree that it is not enough to read them through 

superficially: they have to be studied.”237 This is not an inclusive overview of what is in 

the book. The concepts that have been chosen represent a miniscule portion of what is in 

Gát’s book. Gát’s book is full of pedagogical gems that have helped this author in his 

own playing as well as in teaching.  

There are several subjects that run throughout the book. One of these principles is 

that the ear should be the guide for whatever is undertaken. Gát emphasizes over and over 

the idea of the musical concept.  

Technical solutions can be determined only by the musical concept and there is no 
predetermined pattern which could serve as a basis for constituting generally valid 
and constant rules.238  

 
If one does not have a concept of the musical idea they want to create, it does not matter 

how they play. But when the musical concept is communicated, “Good musical 

performance goes even further: It teaches us not only to listen but to live. A really good 

concert is one after which the listener feels he has become more human, a changed, well-

balanced being.”239 In the last chapter of the book, when speaking about pedagogy for 

beginners, Gát says, “In the preceding chapters the most important technical task in piano 

playing is the production of tones corresponding to our musical concept.”240  

Building on the idea of the musical concept, one must then find a way to play 

with movements that allow for the musical concept to be achieved.  
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As there must be a close interrelation between musical imagination and physical 
motion, it is a prerequisite of good technique that the variations of the movements 
should exactly follow the modifications of the musical concept. To produce a 
stronger sound, the motion must be executed either with a larger mass or with a 
greater speed: in the same way, a shorter or longer tone requires a corresponding 
change in the movement.241 

 
Another principle that appears throughout the book is the principle that the whole 

body functions as an elastic support.  

In analyzing the individual playing forms, we shall also find that 
inappropriateness or unreliability of the elastic support is among the causes of 
almost all faults. This is because the body does not fully participate in 
apportioning the resistance.242  

 
It is important that the body be supported. This is stressed all the way down to the 

footwork. Posture, bench height and distance play a part in this also.  

The particular concepts of adapting movements, the fundamental playing forms 

and their variants are concepts that have been most valuable. These concepts have helped 

the author understand the biomechanics required for playing the piano correctly, without 

tension. By studying the principles taught by Gát, the author has learned to start with an 

exaggerated motion at slow tempi until the amount of needed “synthesizing” is 

understood. 

The movements required for the synthesizing are generally so small that they are 
not even noticeable. The differences of a few hundredths of millimeters required 
in order to approach or withdraw the axis of the fingers to the keys cannot be seen 
by the naked eye. But the apportioning of the weight-effect requires extraordinary 
delicate muscular work and a cramp of any part of the body (even the clenching 
of one’s lips) will hinder the appropriate functioning of the muscles.”243  
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The author has seen this in his own playing and has also found that the efficiency of such 

movements is required for playing certain repertoire with functioning muscles at full 

tempi.   

An exact analysis of the adapting movements is most difficult because of their 
complexity. As several kinds of adapting movements may be called for 
simultaneously, one must not prescribe special exercises for vertical adaptation, 
rotational adaptation, etc. We must encourage the pupil to deduce the correct 
application of the adapting movements from the musical task before him. The 
mechanical prerequisite is that the arm must possess full freedom of action 
enabling it to adapt itself easily and to bring the fingers almost unnoticeable into 
the proper striking position. Much careful pedagogical work is needed to induce 
the arm to find the most comfortable finger position and to insure simultaneously 
an extensive synthesizing movement.244  

  
 For years, piano teachers have been drawing up and down arrows on students’ 

music to remind the student to use his wrist. Occasionally the author would have a 

teacher draw a curved arrow to try to get him to use his arm weight. It was not until the 

author of this essay’s master and doctoral degree studies where an in depth integration of 

adapting movements occurred.  

A frequent error on the part of pianists is to attempt to confine the adapting 
movements within regular geometrical forms, such as circles or semicircles. It 
may happen that the adapting movement has the shape of a semicircle or ellipse, 
but this is less frequently the case. As a rule, the adapting movement is of a much 
more complicated form because, in most cases, the need for different kinds of 
adapting movement arises simultaneously. If we add to this the modifying effect 
of the synthesizing movement and of the active swing-strokes we obtain a line of 
movement so variegated as to make it impossible to squeeze it into a pattern 
without running the risk of entirely falsifying the movements.  

In the course of playing we are continually making adapting movements. 
Although these depend on the mechanical solutions we are nevertheless able to 
establish many a direct interrelationship with the musical requirements. The 
importance of the adapting movements and the extent of their application varies 
according to the character and style of the particular piece of music. Thus, we 
may state in general that slow parts require more adapting movements than fast 
ones. The role of the adapting movement increases considerably from Bach up to 

                                                
 
244 Ibid., 35. 
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the romantics. Chopin’s style (e.g., the Berceuse) demands the maximum use of 
adapting movements.245 

 
One of the problems the author found in his playing was overplaying, wasting 

energy by continuing to press the key unnecessarily after the hammer had struck the 

string. “If on the other hand we press the key to the bottom after the stroke, we perform 

unnecessary work and this will detrimentally affect our other movements.”246  Many of 

the author’s students do the same thing. Gát gives a visual comparison that is very 

effective.  

In striking a nail with a hammer, we do not hold the hammer down after the blow 
but rather let it rebound elastically. The key of the piano also rebounds, and this 
rebound has to be absorbed, otherwise it will hinder us in preparing for the next 
stroke.247 

 
Part of this problem is that the student does not understand the mechanics of the piano. 

The fact that we play far below the actual striking of the string is something that is not 

understood. If it were, pianists would not play so harshly, downwardly into the key bed, 

but rather out of the keys. Gát includes a picture of the action of the piano showing that 

the sounding of the string takes place much higher than the level of the key stick. 

If the pianist depresses the key he fails to take in to consideration the laws of the 
operation of the pianos mechanism. As the release of the hammer takes place near 
the middle of the downward course of the key (at the escapement level), any 
further movement of the finger is merely supplementary.248 
 

                                                
245 Ibid., 36. 
 
246 Ibid., 23. 
 
247 Ibid., 24. 
 
248 Ibid. 
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 Gát assesses that many pianists do not understand the piano’s mechanism as he says, 

“Many pianists work themselves to death when playing by doing several times as much 

work as needed.”249 Along these lines is what Gát refers to as expediency. 

In piano playing we can, therefore, achieve expediency in our movements only if 
we continually take care ‘to play from below’, that is if we try to realize that we 
ourselves are striking the string from below.250  
 

 Gát also said, “Our aim is not to reduce this labour at all costs but rather to express our 

musical concepts through the most simple and natural movements.”251 Gát uses a ruler as 

another way to help pianists understand the concept of how the mechanics of the piano 

work. He demonstrates the lever function of the keys comparing the key to a two-armed 

lever, or a two-sided lever similar to a seesaw. This is another excellent analogy that 

allows the reader to grasp the concept of the mechanism of the piano action.  

 Gát’s discussions on the swing-stroke as well as the joints have also helped the 

author. He has found that along with focusing on the musical concept he has asked 

himself whether or not a particular passage would sound better and or be executed by 

using another joint. Many times this also involves a fingering change that will allow for 

another joint to be used. A Student’s choice and knowledge of which joint to use is 

another problem the author of this essay has noticed in his teaching.   

 The author does not profess to know everything in Gát’s book. As Gát mentioned, 

much of the material has to be studied, and the author will continue the lifelong pursuit of 

learning. Gát’s book has had quite an impact on the teaching of the author. Students have 
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come to lessons with many technical challenges with which the author had struggled for 

years before reading Gát’s book. Many do not understand the mechanism of the piano, 

and where the hammer strikes the string. Many students over play resulting in tension. As 

the quote goes, “we stand on the shoulders of our teachers.” The biggest contribution a 

teacher can make is to try to help students avoid the challenges with which the teacher 

has struggled for so long.  
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CHAPTER VIII 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

József Gát was a Renaissance man, well versed and highly skilled in many areas 

of music, an innovative teacher and an important influence on choral conducting in 

Hungary. In spite of suffering great personal tragedy from the effects of war and political 

oppression, he had a very creative career in the post World War II period. He taught, 

wrote, edited, invented and recorded. He contributed to the development of the early 

music movement as a pioneer in bringing early keyboard instruments to Hungary and 

introducing them into the principal conservatory there.  

In interviews with Gát’s children, the author asked what they felt their father’s 

legacy was. Each one said that it was his teaching. Eszter said that if we were able to ask 

him, she thought he would say teaching. János said, “He loved teaching. He really loved 

teaching.”252 Eszter mentioned that Gát’s teacher who followed Bartók was not a great 

teacher, and she believed that this experience influenced him to go into pedagogy. She 

said Gát understood how to teach children and young people, and that he had a humane 

way of teaching, and his students loved him. She believed he was more a teacher than an 

artist. She also said, “I think his interest in early music is also an important part of his 

life. It is also however connected with teaching, to teach how it would sound in a 

historical music instrument.”253  

                                                
252 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
 
253 Eszter Fontana, Interview by author, Leipzig, Germany, July 22, 2011. 
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Júdit also mentioned that her father had a very different kind of teaching style 

from other music teachers of his day. She said that his students were happy to go to 

lessons, and that people come up to her even now and tell her what a great teacher and 

great man he was. János said that his father is the one piano teacher who abided by the 

Hippocratic Oath: “Do no harm!” He also said that Gát knew that he would never be as 

good as Bártok and decided he wanted to teach. He wanted to be a musician, but he 

thought it was more important to be a teacher and really leave a legacy, other than being a 

pianist, which you do for yourself.  

All of Gát’s children also mentioned that his main book The Technique of Piano 

Playing was also part of his legacy. János said that the book is his legacy, or very much 

part of it. Anna noted that his book is still used today at the conservatory, although it is 

sometimes met with reluctance. It is obligatory for students at the conservatory to read 

the book, but some would rather be practicing than reading the book, and others dismiss 

it as old or out of date. Anna mentioned that there are some students who “recognize 

what it is, and it is really good, and for some of them it means much more than others.”254 

Judit noted, “If they read the book, they loved it.”255 Anna also said the teachers 

remember Gát as well. Several would say that they remembered Professor Gát and that he 

was very kind. Others were skeptical because of things they had heard about him and his 

method. There were also those who were concerned because they never knew if he 

                                                
254 Gát Anna and Gát Judit, Interview by author, Nagykovácsi, Hungary, July 25, 2011. 
 
255 Ibid. 
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worked for the government or not, or if he was teaching the communists. But some of 

them remember he was very good [teacher], and he was a very good man.256  

Gát left a personal legacy as well. “His legacy is his attitude to[wards] life,” János 

said. “In Hungary it was very, very hard to keep an honest life. It was almost impossible. 

Most of them had to lie. Lucky for him, he was at least a believer of Communism, at 

least. In that part he didn’t lie. He was an honest person who tried to help people.  He was 

all about not lying, about being truthful.” Extending this honesty to his father’s career, 

János said, “In the music playing too, if you are a good artist, you can’t cheat.” János 

later said, “I think for him it’s about honesty, and honesty in music. Life in Communist 

Hungary was rather bleak. Compared to the Nazis it was great, but still. And I think he 

found the only way—only when he played, he had a normal life.”257  
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257 János Gát, Interview by author, New York, NY, March 24, 2012. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

ADDITIONAL HISTORICAL INFORMATION  
ON WORLD WAR II 

 
 

In April 1944, a pair of Jews, Alfred Wetzler and Rudolph Vrba, escaped from the 

Birkenau camp. In May, a second pair Arnost Rosin and Czeslaw Mordowicz escaped. 

They gave detailed reports of the happenings at Birkenau. On June 26, Richard 

Lichtheim, the senior Jewish Agency representative in Geneva, sent a telegram to London 

including the full details of the escapees’ reports. It also included six requests: He 

requested that the reports receive publicity, that the Hungarian government be warned 

that they would be considered responsible for the fate of the Jews, that there be reprisals 

on Germans being held in Allied hands, that rail lines be bombed to stop the deportation 

of the Jews, that the death camps be bombed and that all government buildings in 

Budapest be bombed, especially those housing collaborating German and Hungarian 

agencies.258 

Six days following the Geneva request, the United States led an unconnected, but 

heavy raid on Budapest.  The Fifteenth Air Force report for Sunday, 2 July 1944, said: 

STRATEGIC OPERATIONS (ETO, Fifteenth Air Force): 

620+ bombers hit targets in Hungary and Yugoslavia; B-24s attack 2 marshalling 
yards, an airfield, and 2 oil refineries at Budapest, Hungary; B-17s bomb an 
industrial area at Gyor and a railroad bridge at Szolnok, Hungary and marshalling 
yards at Brod and Vinkovci, Yugoslavia; fighters sweep over the Budapest area; 
bombers and fighters claim 50+ fighters shot down; 14 US aircraft are shot down 
and as many are missing.259 

                                                
258 Michael J. Neufeld and Michael Berenbaum, The Bombing of Auschwitz: Should the 
Allies Have Attempted it?  (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 69. 
259 United States Army Air Force, “Combat Chronology US Army Air Forces 
Meiterranean – 1944, Part 2,” http://www.milhist.net/usaaf/mto44b.html (accessed July 6, 
2012). 
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The U.S. Fifteenth Air Force efforts on July 2nd had an unintended but extremely 

beneficial effect.  The actions taken by the Fifteenth directly followed the Geneva 

requests, and so it seemed to Hungarian officials to be directly related.   

The American B-17s and B-24s not only savaged their assigned targets—the Shell 
Oil refinery, the city’s rail yards, and the airfield at Vecses—but they landed 
bombs in the midst of the city itself, where they destroyed private homes and 
damaged government buildings. They also struck the minds of the leadership of 
the Hungarian puppet regime, installed in a Nazi-approved coup in March 1944. 
The timing of the mission coincided (apparently quite unintentionally on the part 
of either Lt. Gen. Carl A. Spaatz, the overall commander of U.S. strategic 
bombers in Europe, or of Lt. Gen. Nathan F. Twining, commander of the 
Fifteenth Air Force) with an Anglo-American diplomatic initiative. The allies had 
learned of the Hungarian government’s acquiescence in and support of the 
liquidation of Hungary’s Jews at the hands of the Nazi’s. At that moment, both 
Allied governments, as well as neutral nations and Pope Pius XII, were protesting 
Hungary’s deportation of its Jews to the German-operated death camp at 
Auschwitz. On 4 July the Hungarian prime minister, Döme Sztójay, informed the 
German minister and plenipotentiary in Budapest, Edmund Veesenmayer, that 
Hungarian intelligence had intercepted Allied plans to bomb rail lines to the death 
camp and to attack government ministries and individuals in Budapest involved 
with the shipment of the Jews. This information alarmed his government. On 9 
July, the transports stopped, after carrying approximately 435,000 Jews since May 
1944, of whom the Germans killed all but 100,000 upon their arrival in 
Auschwitz.260 

 
The July 2nd attack was the only bombing of the war with a direct effect on the 

Holocaust. The Hungarian shipments to Auschwitz averaged 8,300 persons a day, making 

every minute precious.261 Within hours of the attack, the Germans were given an official 

Hungarian order to stop deportations immediately.262  

                                                
 
260 Michael J. Neufeld and Michael Berenbaum, The Bombing of Auschwitz: Should the 
Allies Have Attempted It?  (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 217. 
 
261 Ibid. 
 
262 Michael J. Neufeld and Michael Berenbaum, The Bombing of Auschwitz: Should the 
Allies Have Attempted it?  (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 69. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

TRACKS FROM QUALITON RECORD 3818 
 
 

 
The pieces on this record from the Anna Magdalena Notebook include: 
 
Minuet in D Minor, BWV Anhang132 

Minuet in G Major, BWV Anhang II 114 

March in E-Flat Major, BWV Anhang 127 

Menuet in G Minor, BWV Anhang 115 

Polonaise in G Minor, BWV Anhang 123 (by C.P.E. Bach) 

March in G, BWV Anhang 124 

Polonaise in G Minor, BWV Anhang 125 
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