
Son of one of the recording era's most rigorous interpreters of piano music from the Classical 
age, Peter Serkin has propounded equal rigor as a pianist and musical voyageur, but in rather 
different directions. With a measure of integrity scarcely less than that demonstrated by his father, 
Rudolf, Peter Serkin has sought to serve the music of his own time while not neglecting 
masterworks of the past. An earlier tipping of the scales that gave the advantage to contemporary 
music has gradually centered itself to allow for attention to established works. Serkin has also 
become a respected teacher at several important institutions and continues to work in ensemble 
with other musicians of proven excellence. His quest for truth and adventure continues unabated.
 Given the level of performance heard in his own home, Peter Serkin's early interest in music was 
scarcely surprising. First lessons came from his father, but later, in 1958, the young pianist was 
enrolled at the Curtis Institute to study with Lee Luvisi. Advanced lessons with Mieczyslaw 
Horszowski (who was still an active performer when he died at age 100) played an important part 
of the formation of Serkin's musical persona, as did instruction from flutist Marcel Moyse. By his 
early teens, the pianist had already become a veteran performer and those artists with whom he 
collaborated were also significant in the shaping of his interests. His performances of the Mozart 
Double Piano Concerto with George Szell, Szell's superbly prepared Cleveland Orchestra, and his 
father as keyboard partner are well-remembered. Once Serkin began to perform on his own, 
however, the repertory he performed took a pronounced turn toward the new and unusual and 
was offered in concerts scheduled for what he regarded as special occasions and venues. Time 
spent in India seemed to have both galvanized Serkin's dedication to a career and further 
expanded his notions of how music might be formed. The founding of the contemporary music 
group Tashi brought him together with violinist Ida Kavafian, cellist Fred Sherry, and Robert 
Marcellus-trained clarinetist Richard Stoltzman for study and performance of new works. Live 
performances and recordings by the ensemble only enhanced the celebrity of its players while in 
the process, much worthwhile music gained a new audience. Serkin's performances and 
recordings embrace the music of several centuries. He has recorded Bach and Mozart while a 
solo disc for Koch International Classics holds works by Webern, Wolpe, Messiaen, Knussen, 
Wuorinen, Lieberson, and Takemitsu. Lieberson's Piano Concerto No. 1 and No. 2 were both 
premiered by Serkin and the Boston Symphony Orchestra in 1983 and 1998, respectively. During 
the 2001-2002 season, Serkin scheduled a series of concerts offering the music of Schoenberg, 
chamber and solo works alike, and mixing them with pieces by Haydn. During his career, Peter 
Serkin has performed with many of the world's most celebrated orchestras and in numerous 
festival venues. He serves on the faculties of the Curtis Institute, the Juilliard School of Music, 
and the Tanglewood Music Center. In 1983, he was honored by becoming the first pianist to have 
been given the outstanding achievement award granted by Siena's Accademia Musicale Chigiana.
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The culmination of Béla Bartók's so-called "piano year," 1926, was his Piano Concerto No. 1, which 
he premiered in Frankfurt, in July 1927, with Furtwängler conducting. The work was at best 
cautiously received; at worst, it met with incomprehension and derision, especially in the United 
States. Bartók had spent the summer of 1926 reworking his entire approach to composition, 
abandoning the traditional concept of theme. Instead, he sought to attain a more basic level of 
expression, working with motifs or note-cells, with narrow range and simple rhythmic impulses. As 
he demonstrated in this concerto, however, the reduction was accomplished in order to bring about 
a new type of elaboration that was both independent of the post-Romantic compositional procedures 
of the recent past and fully participant in the modern spirit of musical innovation. This composition's 
close relation to the other major piano works of 1926, exemplified by the Out of Doors piano suite, 
is immediately evident in the first movement's repeated hammering notes in the lowest register of 
the piano. Percussion immediately comes to the fore in these introductory bars, where it collaborates 
with the piano (underscoring Bartók's recent thoughts on the percussive nature of the instrument), 
while horns blast a fortissimo theme so primitive that it seems less than a theme. Indeed, it is one 
of two note-cells from which the entire work grows with ever-greater elaboration. The driving pulse 
is unceasing throughout, while the themes themselves, augmented and extended through 
variation-style technique, remain somewhat neutral in their emotional cast. Bartók employs a range 
of piano effects including glissandi that are not anchored in any tonality, as well as whole-tone 
scales and tight clusters based on the interval of the minor second (sometimes spaced over an 
octave). The strings are used sparingly, mostly for textural variety, playing in unison (occasionally in 
canon), with most of the harmonic work done by the winds. A ritornello of polyphonic fanfares in 
brass and winds is particularly striking, and its final appearance triggers the brief and uncompromis-
ing coda. The strings are silent during the second movement, which is scored for piano, winds, and 
percussion alone. The ever-present primitive rhythmic pulse is halved here, with piano and 
percussion opening the movement in stark harmonic black and white. Winds doubled at the octave 
state a gloomy theme in canon, which expands organically and is answered by the piano in sharp 
dissonance. Midway through the Andante, the piano slips into a dissonant ostinato in slow 3/8 (soft 
percussion accompanying), while the winds slowly weave a fine texture based on the main theme. 
The episode expands and fades, with percussion having the last, nearly inaudible, word. The 
frenzied finale is launched by loud percussion, picking up almost attacca from the slow pulse of the 
preceding movement. Here, the strings join the pulse with a fast, primitive-sounding ostinato (open 

fifths) over which the martellato theme is pounded out by the piano. The percussive character of 
the movement, exemplified by a short, insolent trumpet solo, may indicate Bartók's awareness of 
some of the jazz-influenced works of the 1920s; however, the movement is essentially a wild 
Hungarian dance. The brass fanfares return, with "night music" (reminiscent of the "Musiques 
nocturnes," the Out of Doors piano suite), glissandi played by flutes and piano, and the concerto 
rushes to a spirited conclusion.

 Bartók composed the Piano Concerto No. 3 in the United States. It differs radically from his first 
two piano concertos in its lack of overt virtuosity, its lack of conspicuous modernism, and its 
greater adherence to traditional models and forms. Even the Hungarian melodic and rhythmic 
elements, while still present, are not as pronounced as in his earlier concertos. The Third is a 
warmer and more melodic work with a more popular appeal that does not in any way compromise 
its musical integrity. Bartók wrote the concerto for his wife, Ditta Pasztory. He completed all but 
the final 17 bars, which were left in his musical shorthand. His friend Tibor Serly finished the work 
and it was premiered on February 8, 1946, by György Sándor with Eugene Ormandy conducting 
the Philadelphia Orchestra.
 The Third is in three movements: Allegretto, Andante religioso, and Allegro vivace. The Allegretto 
is in sonata form with two subjects: a rhythmic opening theme and a lyrical second melody. These 
are developed and recapitulated in a more or less conventional fashion and the movement is 
rounded off with an elegiac coda of quiet beauty. The Andante religioso is one of Bartók's most 
heartfelt and heartwarming pieces, a three-part movement with the outer sections being a chorale 
for piano and orchestra with almost Bachian counterpoint and a central section of gloriously 
expansive Bartókian night music with bird calls and insect noises. The Allegro vivace that follows 
attaca is a much more boisterous movement in the form of a rondo with two contrasting episodes 
and an extended coda. With its angular themes, its spiky rhythms, its contrapuntal developments, 
its aggressive orchestration with a large part for percussion, and its bravura piano writing, the 
Allegro vivace is by far the most Bartókian movement of the Third.
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Bela Bartok: Piano Concerto No 1 & 3 - Seiji Ozawa Conducts the Chicago Symphony Orchestra
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Piano Concerto No. 1, BB 91  26:26
1 I. Allegro moderato 9:47
2 II. Andante 9:20
3 III. Allegro molto 7:19

Piano Concerto No. 3, BB 127  25:48
4 I. Allegretto 7:14
5 II. Adagio religioso 11:36
6 III. Allegro vivace 6:58

Recorded 1967 by RCA Produced by Max Wilcox
Recording Engineers: Bernard Keville and Earnest Oelrich

PETER SERKIN
BARTÓK : PIANO CONCERTOS NOS. 1 & 3
SEIJI OZAWA    CHICAGO SYMPHONYAND

THE


