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In

September
2011,based
Michael
Tsalka from
Israel
(currently
in Sweden)
and
Anna Maria McElwain from Finland met
at the International Clavichord Symposium
in Magnano, Italy, where they decided to
initiate a Nordic Historical Keyboard Festival in Kuopio, Finland. Both keyboardists
play historical instruments in addition to
the modem piano. McElwain considers the
clavichord her primary instrument. Tsalka
keeps a firm grip on his multi-instrumentalist identity and often performs on several
historical keyboards and the modem piano
at the same concert.
Surprisingly,
in less than a year the
artistic directors created a high-class festival. Tsalka has a network of professional
acquaintances
from around the world,
who were willing to travel to Kuopio to
teach and perform. McElwain, who is from
Kuopio, had the local knowledge necessary to set up the challenging practical
arrangements for this large-scale event.
The students, who received lessons in
harpsichord, clavichord, square piano, and
fortepiano, hailed from Finland, Sweden,
China, Mexico and the U.S.
Kuopio is one of the main centers of music
education in the country. The Kuopio Conservatory offers professional training as well
as basic music instruction. It is also possible
to study music at the associated University
(Continued on p.2)

in piano performance and pedagogy at the
University of Iowa writing a dissertation on
]6zsef Gat. As part of his research he has had
numerous interviews with members of Gat's
family.

ian keyboardist,
conductor,
and
Jozsef
Gat (1913-1967)
was author,
a Hungarteacher. He was a pioneer in music education
and in the introduction of early keyboards
in Hungary. His life story is remarkable
and his achievements have had
a lasting impact.
Early Life
J6zsef Gar was
born on December 13, 1913 in
Szekesfehervar,
Hungary1to Bernat Grosz and
Aranka
. Armuth, who were
Jewish
merchants. J ozsef,
the youngest
of six children,
displayed talent
for the piano at
an early age. His
family's finances
]6zsef Gat
made it possible
for him to receive a good education and
instruction in music and foreign languages.
At the age of eighteen he was admitted to
the Royal National Hungarian Academy of
Music. Gar's last name was originally Grosz, a very common German name. While
attending the academy, J6zsef changed
his name to avoid being confused with
another student who had Nazi political
leanings. He entered the academy to study
trombone with Pal Trebuss and composition with Zoltan Kodaly, but had to switch
his major from trombone to piano due to a
lung disease (believed by his family to be
tuberculosis) .
Gar's professors, many of whom had a
connection to Bart6k, were among the most
prestigious in Hungary. As a youth, Gat
heard a radio recording of Bartok. He said
that it "made me crazy. I knew then that I
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had to get to Budapest to study with that
rnan."2 Gat and Bart6k became very close.
Many pieces that Bart6k composed were
first performed in Gat's house. Gar would
play the piano with Szigeti (violin) and
Keperly (cello), so that Bartok could listen.
Gar studied composition for five years,
as well as score reading and orchestration
for two years under Zoltan Kodaly. He received his university graduation certificate
in composition on September 27, 1937 and
his certificate in pedagogy on June 15,1938.
On July 21,
1938, shortly
after graduation,
Gat
married
Magda
Veszpremi. Given
the political
situation, they
believed
they
would be safer
from the potential capture of
Jews by living
in the outskirts
of Budapest,
in Buedakesi.
About the time
of Gar's graduation, legislation
was passed that
made it impossible for Jews to find work in public institutions, so Gar played the trombone in jazz
bands and gave piano lessons. His daughters
speak of their father telling them that he
had given lessons to an ambassador from
Switzerland. Ambassadors could give Jews
papers that put them in a category of Jews
protected by the government they represented. Gat told his daughters that this
ambassador helped save him from going to
a concentration camp.
(Continued on p. 4)
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(Gat, Continued from p.l)
Gat was sent to work in a forced labor

the Musician's Section of the union. At the
Franz Liszt Music Academy, Gar headed
the program in choir conducting. This
program permitted high school graduates
with a special music major to enroll in a
university course that qualified them to be
music teachers in a primary school. Gar also
taught solfege, piano pedagogy and piano
performance. He taught at the Franz Liszt

camp in Szentendre, Hungary, and had to
wear a yellow star. If you wore a star, you
could be stopped. If you did not wear one,
you could be shot. One day Gar returned to
his home in Buedakesi and found his wife
had been taken away, as had most of his
family members from Szekesfehervar. When
the soldiers came to Buedakesi, Gat was in
Budapest and as a result was not captured.
Thirty-four members of J6zsef Gar's family
died in the Auschwitz concentration camp,
including his parents, uncles, aunts, cousins
and his wife Magda, who died in 1944. Gar
spent most of the last part of the war in hiding. He was arrested twice, but he escaped
both times because of American bombings.
Gat's daughter Judit once asked her father
why he wasn't sent to a concentration camp
and he replied, "I forgot to get on the train!"
After the Nazis left Hungary, the ComGat's amplification device on a clavichord
munists took over. The Communists creAcademy for the rest of his life.
ated the Avo (Allamvedelmi Osztalya),
In 1966, Gat went on a lecture tour that
the secret police in Hungary. Gat conducted the Vandor K6rus (a chorus founded . took him to England and the United States.
He was a jurbr in the 1966 Van Cliburn Inin 1936 by Sandor Vandor) and was later
offered the position of first conductor of ternational Piano Competition, along with
Lili Kraus, Alicia de Larrocha and fourteen
the Avo's Interior Ministries Choir and
others. Lili Kraus, a student of Gat, was well
Orchestra. Gat was afraid to accept this
established in the United States and was
position, but knew that there would be
working to bring him to the U.S. when he
consequences,
most likely arrest, if he
refused. He knew that in 1945 the Nazis
died of a heart attack on July 2, 1967.
had killed Vandor and that musical activEarly Keyboard Instrument Pioneer
Gat owned a Steinway model A grand
ity was not shielded from violent political
piano, a Bliithner grand piano, an Ammer
interference. Gat accepted the position and
clavichord, and a "Bach" model Neupert
became a member of the Avo. In 1952,
harpsichord which Neupert had given him.
Gat's occupation was listed as colonel in
the Avo on the birth certificate of his
Gat's harpsichord is believed to be one of
only a few privately owned harpsichords
son Janos. Because Gat led a choir of Avo
in Hungary at that time. According to the
border guards, he had to have a higher rank
distinguished Hungarian keyboardist, Janos
than they did.
Sebestyen, two harpsichords were privately
Gat married Beatrix Gereb in January
owned, but never appeared in concert. The
1947. Together they had four children:
pianist Erzsebet Lang Kecskemeti owned
Eszter, Judit, Janos, and Peter. From 1947
a harpsichord. She moved to the United
to 1949, Gat taught at the National ConStates before the war and took the instruservatory (a secondary level music school)
ment with her.
in Budapest. In the fall of 1947, Gat was
The other harpsichord in the country was
offered a position at the Franz Liszt Music
a Neupert harpsichord that belonged to the
Academy. In 1955, J6zsefGat and Beatrix
Gereb divorced. In 1956, he married Esz- historian Ferenc Brodszky. He showed it
privately a couple of times and in the 1950s
ter Halmi. They had one daughter, Anna.
Postwar Life
he allowed Janos Hammerschlag, who also
taught at the Franz Liszt Academy, to use it
Gar was very influential in choral conducting and music education. He was a as he wished. This was the first time that a
member of the Free Trade Union of Hunharpsichord appeared at the academy. Today,
garian Educators and a caucus member of this instrument is in the National Museum
TANGENTS/The
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in Budapest. Gar's daughter, Eszter Fontana,
acquired it from Brodszky for the museum's
collection when she worked there in 1975.
Sebestyen recounted the history of a third
harpsichord brought to Hungary.3
-The

only

"official"

harpsichord

came

to

Hungary in i944-allegedly
brought by the
German occupation army in order to accompany the reciwtives in Mozart's operas. [Another
source claims] the harpsichord had earlier been
in the possession of the Hungarian opera. This
heavy-duty iron-framed instrument of pianolike touch appeared on the concert stage
as the only "state-owned"
harpsichord of the
mid-fifties.

Sebestyen explains that Gat was only
able to purchase a clavichord from eastern Europe, given the unavailability
of
western currency in Hungary. "As the
Ammers built musical instruments in the
one-time German Democratic Republic,
it was the only way to acquire an early
keyboard ... " Gat allowed his harpsichord
and his clavichord to be taken to the academy for performances.
Gat advocated a correct historical approach to the interpretation
of early
keyboard music. After World War II, he
played few piano concerts, but instead gave
clavichord and harpsichord concerts. Gat,
along with an engineer, also experimented
with the amplification of these instruments,
using an amplifier similar to a guitar pickup
amplifier in order to avoid the use of a microphone. In these various ways, he was a
pioneer advocate for early keyboards and
early keyboatd music in Hungary.
Editor
Gat edited numerous publications for
Editio Musica Budapest, including the
complete works of Couper in. He also edited
].S. Bach's Two Part inventions, which were
published by the Budapest Music Publishing
Company in 1959 (#577) and re-released in
1965 (#2779/A). In the two-page preface
Gat includes the facsimile of Bach's ornament table from the Clavierbuchlein fur Wilhelm Friedemann Bach. Gat emphasizes the
importance of understanding the ornamentation table and discusses ornamentation
and fingering appropriate for the clavichord
as contrasted with the harpsichord. Gat
provides fingerings sparingly and says that
the student's individual analysis of fingering
is most useful. He also includes suggested
metronome markings.
(Gar, Continued on p. 6)
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(Gat, Continued from p.4)
Gat also edited a volume of four fantasias
by CP.E. Bach as part of the Thesaurus
Musicus Series, a 21 volume urtext series
published in 1962 and again in 1966 by Editio Musica Budapest (#3512).4 This volume
includes scholarly remarks by Gat in Hungarian, German and English. Gat provides
a brief history of the improvisatory nature
of the fantasia and states that it is evident
that CP.E. Bach's fantasias were written for
performance on the clavichord, though they
could be performed on the piano in good
style. Gat quotes from CP.E. Bach's Essay on
the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments

where Bach states in the section on the
free fantasia "The best instruments for our
purpose are the clavichord and pianoforte."5
Gat provides a convincing explanation
regarding the placement of particular slur
markings and discusses the legato and
dynamic shaping possibilities of the clavichord. He goes on to address the proper
execution of the geschnellter Doppelschlag,
a rapid turn beginning with the main note.
Again quoting from Bach's treatise, Gar
addresses errors in earlier editions of these
works with respect to both research and
printing, for example, printing a tie rather
than the re-execution of the principal note.
Gat wrote a more detailed article in Hungarian on these topics in which he notes
that the clavichord is more closely related
to the piano than to the harpsichord.

Author
Gat authored several articles and books.
Technique
of Piano Playing was his
principal achievement,
originally published both in Hungarian and in English
in 1958. It was revised and expanded and
published again in 1964 with the same title
in English, but a new title, Zongorametodika, in Hungarian. This book was the first
in Hungarian to contain material on the
harpsichord and the clavichord. Gat states
that starting children out on the clavichord
instead of the piano would teach proper
handling of the keys and would avoid many
later defects.
The

Gat's A History of the Pianoforte was published in Hungarian in 1964. This book is
an extensive historical survey of keyboard
instruments
and has pictures of many
unique keyboard instruments. The book is
quite detailed and addresses the mechanical
actions of different instruments. It includes
pictures of the early keyboard instruments

in Hungary at that time, including Gar's
Ammer clavichord. A promotional advertisement for the book states:
This 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 the clavichord
and modern harpsichord
up to the most
modern types of piano.

Recordings
According to his family, Gat was a better
pianist than clavichordist or harpsichordist. However, Gat recorded only on the
clavichord and harpsichord. He released
four solo records on the Qualiton record
label. Three of these feature works recorded
on the clavichord. The first release, Qualiton 3818, was a seven-inch 45-rpm record
with eight works by J.S. Bach and CP.E.
Bach from the Anna Magdalena Notebook.
These tracks were recorded on Gat's Ammer clavichord. Qualiton released this
record on August 15, 1959. It is available
as an mp3 download on the Hungaraton
Records website, as well as on iTunes. An
additional track with CP.E. Bach's Marche
in D major, BWV Anhang 122, which was
not released on this record is available for
download at both sites.
A recording by Gar of pieces for the
clavichord by CP.E. Bach, Qualiton LPX
1305, was released on March 22, 1966. It
includes two fantasias and two sonatas.6
A third record, Qualiton LPX 1151, has
J .S. Bach's Goldberg Variations recorded
on Gat's Neupert harpsichord and CP.E.
Bach's Sonata No.2 in F major, Wq. 55/2,
which was recorded on Gat's clavichord.
In the mid 1960s, Qualiton changed
its name to Hungaraton Records.) Two of
Gat's recordings were re-released on the
Hungaraton label with new album covers,
HLX 90032 and Hungarton 90017. Recently, Hungaraton has re-released on CD
as part of its Hungaraton Echo Collection
his recording of the first two orders of Couperin, as well as the Goldberg Variations and
CP.E. Bach's Sonata in F major, Wq. 55/2.
These are also available on Hungaraton's
website and on iTunes.
J6zsef Gar 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
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tragedy and 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
€ontributed to the development of the early
music movement as a pioneer in bringing
early keyboard instruments to Hungary
and introducing them into the conservatory there. In recent years Hungary has
produced a number of highly accomplished
early keyboardists, among them MIklos
Spanyi8-a student ofjanos Sebestyen, who
himself knew and was influenced by Gar. Q
1

Fontana,

Eszter, Biography

of 16zsef

Gat, May 13, 2011
2 E. Clyde
Whitlock,
"Cliburn Juror
Speaks, Love of Music Key to Career," Fort
Worth Star-Telegram, October 4, 1966.
3 Sebestyen,
Janos, "A Short History
of Harpsichord
Playing in Hungary,"
http://jsebestyen.org/history.
html
4 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Negy
Fantazia: Zongorar, edited by J6zsef Gat,
Budapest, Editio Musica Budapest, 1966.
5 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Essay on

the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments, translated and edited by William J.

Mitchell, W.W. Norton & Co., New York,
1949, p. 431.
6 Included are: Fantasia
in C, Wq. 59/6,
Fantasia in C, Wq. 61/6, Sonata in B-flat major, Wq. 59/3, and Sonata in G major, Wq.
55/6. The Fantasia in C, Wq. 59/6 and the
Sonata in B-flat major, Wq. 59/3 can both
be heard on the Boston Clavichord Society
website: http://www.bostonclavichord.org
by clicking on "Audio."
) Zsolt Varga, "Hungaroton Music Store:
A Brief History of Hungaroton, http://'WWW.
hungarotonmusic. com/ cegtortenet. html
8 http://miklosspanyi.de
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