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Abstract 

An unconventional instruction, rep[etitio] ad libitum, found in Béla 

Bartók’s Mikrokosmos No. 103 ‘Minor and Major’ seemingly offers great 

freedom to pianists. The instruction allows performers the freedom to 

repeat as many measures to execute convincingly the long accelerando 

and crescendo near the end of the piece. However, this notation hides 

much musical thought underneath its surface and requires careful 

interpretation. The long-breathed accelerando should begin with an 

extremely slow tempo, implied by the Hungarian pentatonic scale used at 

the end of the preceding section, and this slow tempo should be 

maintained for several measures, considering the duration given by the 

composer. According to the general hierarchy of musical notation, the 

written notes have principal value whereas other musical instructions are 

of secondary importance, which most of the recordings examined in this 

paper indeed underline. However, in Mikrokosmos No. 103, musical 

importance is connoted not by the written notes but the tempo changes, 

which must be enhanced by rep[etitio] ad libitum. 
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Introduction 

One of the fundamental problems of performing music composed in the first half of the 

20th century is that while the compositions are quite individual, not every musician—

and even the composers themselves—is fully conscious of this fact. We generally 

understand that musical notation conveys a composer’s thoughts; however, with the turn 

towards a lack of convention that might have served as a key to understanding the 

notation and that we can rely on, we have to face the difficulty. It is a clear-cut case that 

Béla Bartók and his contemporary composers used certain signs for punctuation in a 

different manner. For example, whereas Arnold Schoenberg used a comma for mere 

                                                 
* This research is done in connection with the Béla Bartók Complete Critical Edition project sponsored by 

OTKA (Hungarian Scientific Research Fund). 
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interruption, Bartók used the same sign for separation with an additional rest; Bartók 

used a vertical line as an equivalent of Schoenberg’s comma.1 

It is significant that Bartók did not provide any explanation for the comma and 

the vertical line in Mikrokosmos (1926, 1932–1939), his collection of pedagogical 

pieces, as if their meanings were self-evident.2 Modern pianists can easily confirm what 

Bartók intended by reading scholarly articles or books3; still, the fact that Bartók left 

something obvious to himself but nonetheless confusing to others suggests that there 

could be other similarly ambiguous instructions in his works.4 

This begs the question, what is the performer’s task? To interpret notation by 

‘generally accepted’ rules, or to carefully read it in its context? Amanda Bayley’s 

concern about Bartók’s use of articulation marks seems to be relevant: ‘Without the 

basis of a commonly understood language, Bartók’s notation still needs to be “explained” 

in order to prevent performers treating it as arbitrary and therefore optional’.5 That is, 

certain specific elements of Bartók’s composition must be understood in context; as 

mentioned above, symbols for punctuation have different meanings for different 

composers—and might still possibly be misunderstood or ignored. If the performer’s 

responsibility is to respond to the composer’s notation by making a creative reading, he 

or she must try to understand what the notation means, rather than imposing a 

‘conventional’ reading on the notation. 

                                                 
1 László Somfai, ‘Critical Edition with or without Notes for the Performer,’ Studia Musicologica 53/1–

3(2012), 114. See further information there. 
2 It is possible that because of the hurried preparation of Mikrokosmos, Bartók as well as editors at 

Boosey & Hawkes failed to clarify this point. Despite various difficulties raised by the eruption of World 

War II, the company insisted on publishing the work in April 1940 to promote the work in the presence of 

the composer who was to take a tour of the United States at that time. 
3 The fact that Somfai repeatedly informs us of this issue reflects his anxiety at the misunderstanding. For 

instance, a slightly misleading explanation can be found in a book intended for pianists who want to play 

Bartók: ‘COMMA […] here the pause is almost unnoticeable and the time of separation is taken equally 

from the notes flanking the comma’ (David Yeomans, Bartók for Piano [Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 1988]). Yeomans virtually deemphasises the pause merely as ‘almost unnoticeable’; 

however, the pause must be added to the simple separation otherwise marked by the vertical line. 
4 Concerning articulation marks, see two different approaches: Somfai László, ‘Nineteenth-Century Ideas 

Developed in Bartók’s Piano Notation in the Years 1907–1914,’ 19th-Century Music 11/1(1987), 73–91; 

Amanda Bayley, ‘Bartok Performance Studies: Aspects of Articulative Notation in the Context of 

Changing Traditions of Composition and Performance in the Twentieth Century,’ (PhD diss., University 

of Reading, 1996). While Somfai argues on the basis of historical sources, Bayley places greater 

emphasis on the notation itself. 
5 Bayley, ‘Bartók Performance Studies’, 194. 
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In this paper, I will examine an unconventional instruction, rep[etitio] ad libitum, 

found in No. 103 ‘Minor and Major’ from Mikrokosmos. Its meaning is seemingly 

clear—‘repeat [these measures] as you like’—and it is in connection with the extensive 

accelerando and crescendo, whose mode of execution can be flexible due to the 

undetermined number of repetitions. Different renditions can be found in recordings: to 

mention the extremes, Ditta Bartók-Pásztory, the composer’s wife, virtually ignores the 

repetition as well as the increment of tempo and dynamic,6 whereas Claude Helffer, a 

French pianist, carefully realises it by repeating a few measures.7 

The composer’s instruction may well stimulate these diverse interpretations; 

however, does it really mean total freedom, thus, any kinds of executions can be 

acceptable? I argue that the short passage around the rep[etitio] ad libitum has specific 

implication which not every pianist is conscious of; still, it can be disclosed by a close 

reading of the notation. Although it is impossible to establish what the composer’s 

intention is, I think that it is still a fruitful experiment to interpret the instruction by 

carefully reading the score with contextual knowledge as well as information gained by 

source research. For this purpose, I first examine several obvious cases wherein notation 

does not literally convey what the expected rendition might be; then I will examine 

Mikrokosmos piece by applying these lessons. 

Beyond the notation—wrong note value 

The difference between the notation and the expected rendition is indeed a common 

problem in performance practice.8 In many cases, to be ‘royal’ to the score—as the most 

fundamental stance for playing Western art music—does not mean a ‘literal fidelity’ to 

                                                 
6  Bartók-PásztoryDitta, Bartók: Mikrokosmos (Hungaroton 31993/94), recorded 1958–1959, reissued 

2001, compact disc. 
7 Claude Helffer, Bartók: Mikrokosmos – intégrale, (Harmonia Mundi 190968.69), recorded 1972–1973, 

reissued 1991, compact disc; there is an interesting performance by Gavin Arturo Gamboa, a digital-age 

pianist who does not hesitate to upload his performance to the Internet. He plays many measures but 

merely multiplies them instead of doing accelerando and crescendo. (Gavin Arturo Gamboa, ‘Bartók six 

pieces from Mikrokosmos, Vol. IV,’ YouTube, http://youtu.be/zxZtbs9SY58?t=1m8s, published 2012) 

Since his intention is clearly not to follow the score, as can be observed by how he introduces different 

articulations, this recording will not be examined in detail. 
8 A well-known historical issue is how the consecutive notes at the end of recitativo phrases should be 

played. See: Makoto Ohmiya, ‘The Lost Performance Tradition: the Notated and the Unnotaed in 

European Classic Music’ in: The Oral and the Literate in Music, ed. by Yosihiko Tokumaru and Osamu 

Yamaguti (Tokyo: Academia Music, 1986), 380–381. 
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the written notes, but rather a creative attitude to bring out something beyond the 

notation. The discrepancy may arise from different performance practices; however, it 

may as well come from the ‘corrupted’ score—and sometimes the composer is 

responsible for this error. 

For the latter’s case, a short excerpt from Bartók’s For Children (1908–1910), 

No. 31 from the Hungarian volume, can serve as a clear example (Example 1). This 

piece has an ambiguous notation at the beginning. The first bass note, F, is a crotchet; 

thus, according to the notation, it should be released before the sustain pedal is used. In 

such a case, the note would cease to sound before the pedal is applied, creating 

awkwardness if the pianist plays the score literally. I think, however, most pianists play 

what they find to be musically natural; that is, they hold the first bass note at least until 

the pedal is pressed down.9 

 

Example 1. Béla Bartók, For Children No. 31 of the Hungarian volume. 

This interpretation is indeed confirmed by another source, an earlier publication 

of For Children issued by Hungarian publisher Rozsnyai in the first decade of the 20th 

century (Example 2). In this edition, the meter is in 2/4 instead of 4/4. Here also the first 

bass note is a crotchet; thus, the same note should obviously be a half note in the current 

edition, as all the other note values are doubled.10 Even in this unequivocal case, the 

performer’s decision must not be undervalued; the notation challenges the performer 

whether he or she can find what it actually implies.  

                                                 
9 A solution that is more ‘conventional’ would be to hold the bass notes until the end of the measure, 

which results in exactly the same effect. The reason why Bartók did not use this solution is that he 

avoided octave spans that not every child is able to play. This pedagogical concern of the composer is to 

be discussed in detail in my forthcoming PhD dissertation. 
10 Because Bartók rewrote this complete piece during his revision, it was not the editor’s error but the 

composer’s. It is unclear whether he overlooked the wrong note values or he intentionally chose to write 

them to avoid notational complexity. 
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Example 2. Béla Bartók, For Children No. XXXIII of the second volume (first edition).11 

Beyond the notation—improvisational character 

If Bartók’s own performance does not possess authoritative value in the 21st century, 

when expectations towards musical performance have been significantly changed, his 

recordings can still be a source of inspiration to understand his music. His two 

recordings of Allegro barbaro (1911) are suggestive in this respect: he did not only play 

it without following the written measures exactly, but also played the bridging passages 

as if they had little musical importance (Example 3).12 What is most interesting to us is 

that Bartók wrote to Universal Edition, his publisher at the time, saying that when 

Allegro barbaro was reprinted, his recording could be mentioned as ‘authentic’. 13 

Bartók might not have been conscious of this little deviation in how many measures he 

played; still, he thought that this recording revealed his conception of the music, which 

could not be conveyed by conventional notation.  

                                                 
11 Due to Bartók’s revision made in the United States, the numberings in the Rozsnyai and Boosey & 

Hawkes editions do not correspond. 
12 About the difference between the score and these two recordings, see László Somfai, Béla Bartók: 

Composition, Concepts, and Autograph Sources (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996), 

283–289. 
13 Somfai, Bartók Composition, 279. 
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Example 3. Béla Bartók, excerpt from Allegro barbaro. 

Indeed, Bartók used few textual instructions to realise something inexpressible 

in the traditional way. In Fourteen Bagatelles (1908) No. 12, he made a footnote 

reference, according to which the repetition of the same pitch should be played in 

‘[g]radual acceleration, the number of notes must not be determined’ (Example 4). In 

Elegy No. 2 (1908–1909), he invented a new sign, looking like ‘o- -o’, meaning that 

‘the signs o- -o indicate that the accompaniment figures appearing between them need 

not be fixed in number but may be varied according to the rubato, especially in the 

middle part [m. 30] … where the accompaniment should be an even roll’ (Example 5).14 

 

Example 4. Béla Bartók, Fourteen Bagatelles No. 12. 

                                                 
14 Quoted from Yeomans, Bartók for piano, 33. 
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Example 5. Béla Bartók, Two Elegies No. 2. 

In these pieces, the improvisational character seems to be vital. That is, the 

performer must not precisely decide what to play in advance; instead, the pianist needs 

to react and modify his or her performance accordingly. 

Beside these ‘indeterminate’ notations, there is a kind of notation that can be 

regarded as ‘almost’ determinate that still offers limited freedom. In Out of Doors 

(1926) No. 3, ‘Musette’, a figure is to be repeated two or three times (Example 6). What 
 

 

Example 6. Béla Bartók, Out of Doors No. 3 ‘Musettes’. 
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is more interesting in this case is that many pianists—at least all the pianists whose 

recording I have heard—play the figure three times in order not to break the sense of the 

2/4 meter.  

The sanctification of the composition by means of ‘rational’ structure seems to 

be typical of many modern musicians. Their ‘sacred’ task is to make the composition 

more ‘coherent’ and ‘organised’ than that the composer imagined. Ernő Lendvai, the 

supposedly most influential analyst for over-rationalising Bartók’s form, introduced a 

term, ‘golden section’, to formal analysis.15 His aim was to promote Bartók’s works by 

showing a rational ‘system’ hidden in them. It is not surprising that, at a time when the 

existence of systematically organised compositional technique seemingly became the 

raison d’être for new compositions, several musicians found it essential to represent 

Bartók as an intellectual composer who would rather work with his own compositional 

system rather than rely on his artistic intuition.16 

 

Example 7. Béla Bartók, Out of Doors No. 3 ‘Musettes’, a revised version from his own copy. 

                                                 
15 Ernő Lendvai, Béla Bartók: an Analysis of his Music (London: Pro Am Music Resources, 1971). 

According to Somfai, however, there is no evidence that supports Lendvai’s theory. See: Somfai, Bartók 

Composition, 81–82. 
16 Bartók himself clearly denied the existence of such artificial theory in a manuscript known as ‘Harvard 

lectures’: ‘I never created new theories in advance, I hated such ideas. […] This attitude does not mean 

that I composed without [setting] plans and without sufficient control. The plans were concerned with the 

spirit of the new work and with technical problems (for instance, formal structure involved by the spirit of 

the work), all more or less instinctively felt, but I never was concerned with general theories to be applied 

to the works I was going to write.’ (Benjamin Suchoff (ed.), Béla Bartók Essays [London: Faber and 

Faber, 1976], 376). 
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Contrary to the general compositional trend in the first half of the 20th-century 

music for establishing strictly determined static structure, however, Bartók’s 

compositions occasionally contain structurally less-important passages, as can be 

deduced from the examples mentioned above. However, being non-structural does not 

mean that a passage has no musical importance. Indeed, such seemingly unimportant 

passages still have their own function: that is, to seamlessly connect thematic sections 

(Allegro barbaro);17 or, to temporarily quit from a firm musical structure (Fourteen 

Bagatelles No. 12, Elegy No. 2, Out of Doors No. 3, and possibly also Allegro barbaro). 

Although they are not always unequivocally notated, there are several common markers 

that help us to identify structurally less-important passages: (1) measures, figures or 

even a single pitch repeated multiple times (applied to every piece); (2) textual 

instruction offering freedom to the performers (Fourteen Bagatelles No. 12, Elegy No. 2, 

Out of Doors No. 3). Mikrokosmos No. 103 ‘Minor and Major’ simultaneously has 

these elements: repeated measures (mm. 33–38) with rep[etitio] ad libitum on mm. 37–

38; however, with slightly different implication. 

Mikrokosmos No. 103—Rep[etitio] ad libitum 

Similar to other Mikrokosmos pieces, No. 103 is composed with a certain technical 

restriction; however, Bartók fully exploited its musical potential, as can be clearly seen 

from the beginning. The two hands play two different pentachords: a minor pentachord 

on A and a major pentachord on B (Example 8). This superimposition of two 

pentachords results in a modally inflected major rather than bitonality.18 Due to the 

similarity between the first and the third sections (i.e. thematically, tonally, as well as 

the applied pitch combinations; see Example 9) and the existence of the contrasting 

second section, the form of this piece can be understood as ternary; still, the 

construction of the third part casts doubt on this conception. While the first two sections 

                                                 
17 Another less-important bridging passage similar to Allegro barbaro can be found in Mikrokosmos No. 

153, where Bartók indeed omitted a measure from the score in his recording (see Stuart Thyne, ‘Bartok’s 

Mikrokosmos: A Reexamination,’ The Piano Quarterly 27, no. 127 [1979], 43–46). However, this case 

may be a textual problem rather than interpretational, because the composer seemed to play this piece not 

from the published copy but from his manuscript that had fewer measures than the published score. 
18 Two other pieces superimpose two different pentachords: No. 59 ‘Major and Minor’ and No. 86 ‘Two 

Major Pentachords’. However, none of them is really ‘bitonal’; rather, two different pentachords together 

establish a single, although unconventional, tonality.  
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are relatively rich in their content by means of varying meters or registers, the third 

section essentially consists of homogeneous measures; thus, this last section may have 

little importance to its thematic value. 

 

Example 8 B major (top) and A minor (bottom) pentachords and the pitch classes used in the 

composition (middle) 

 

Example 9 Combination of pitches used in the outer sections 

The rep[etitio] ad libitum occasionally enhances the section’s monotonous 

quality by adding several extra measures, seemingly without giving any importance to 

them. Still, because the essence of this third section is to achieve an extensive 

accelerando and crescendo (beginning at m. 29 and arriving Presto at m. 39 and ff at m. 

43) over the last 10 measures, the rep[etitio] ad libitum may affect how these 

intensifications in tempo and dynamic should be executed. (For an examination of this 

rep[etitio] ad libitum, a simultaneous examination of tempo and dynamic would make 

sense; however, I will confine my examination solely to tempo, primarily in order to 

simplify the argument.) 

It must be clear that what is extraordinary is not only this exceptional 

instruction; the entire third section considerably differs from what we might expect 

from a formal section of classical music. If a musical composition is understood to be 

built by musical notes as the smallest constructive elements and flavoured by the 
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performers’ interpretation, as in the present case, the notes merely fill the musical space 

according to the overall structural plan given by the composer. Here, tempo and 

dynamic instructions, which are otherwise considered to have only secondary 

importance, become the primary agent of the musical process instead of musical 

notes—in this respect, this piece differs from other pieces mentioned above. While 

those pieces only offer temporary escape from the regular musical structure, in this 

piece, the ‘less-important’ passage is, interestingly, still an ‘important’ part of the 

composition—although its importance must not be understood in the traditional sense. 

 

Example 10. Excerpt from Mikrokosmos No. 103. 

It can be an intriguing experiment to replace the repeated measures with a 

textual instruction (Example 10): ‘Repeat that measure (m. 33) as many times as you 

like simultaneously executing intensive accelerando and crescendo!’ Although Bartók 

occasionally used textual instructions, this substitution is far more radical than what 

Bartók could have imagined. Still, it might convey the concept beyond the notation and 

it may help us not to strictly adhere to the score. 

Adherence to the notation 

Indeed, based on recordings of this piece, the adherence to the notation seems to be 

dominant. Table 1 shows the data of 13 recordings that I have collected. The prevalent 

REPEAT IT AS MANY TIMES AS YOU LIKE SIMULTANEOUSLY  
EXECUTING INTENSIVE ACCELERANDO AND CRESCENDO! 
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tendency is either to play two additional measures (i.e. to repeat once the rep[etitio] ad 

libitum passage) or do without the repeat. Only a few pianists choose other options, 

such as playing one, three, or nine additional measures. 

Table 1. Data of examined recordings sorted by the chronology. 

Pianist 

Recording 

date 

Total duration of 

recording 

Repeated 

measures 

Edith Farnadi  1956 1’02” 0 

Ditta Bartók-Pásztory 1958/1959 54” 0 

György Sándor 1963 1’02” 1 

Lóránt Szűcs (publ. in 1970) 1’11” 2 

Claude Helffer 1972/1973 1’14” 3 

Dezső Ránki 1977 1’01” 2 

Takashi Yamazaki 1981 1’04” 0 

Zoltán Kocsis 1997 1’08” 2 

Jenő Jandó 2005 1’08” 0 

Alejandro Hernández Ramírez (publ. in 2008) 1’12” 2 

Akiko Papp 2008 1’05” 2 

Lajos Kertész 2011 1’19” 2 

Gavin Arturo Gamboa 2012 1’05” 9 
 

The number of repeated measures may be a consequence of creative thinking—

responding to the composer’s unusual instruction—rather than simply accepting the 

notation; still, it is worth considering what kind of relation can be found between the 

number and how pianists play the accelerando. As shown in Table 2, the fewer 

measures a pianist plays, the shorter period is needed to complete the passage. It is 

significant that Bartók’s wife, Ditta Pásztory, plays it in about six seconds, whereas 

Claude Helffer does it in about 20 seconds. Those who play for a short period choose 

quite a fast tempo at the beginning of the accelerando, or speed up significantly in the 

first measures, despite the slow tempo at the conclusion of the second section: Lento 

further slowed down by rallentando. Those who play for a longer period choose a 

slower tempo in the beginning, but do not usually repeat more than once. 
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Table 2. Recordings sorted by the duration of the accelerando passage. 

Pianist Duration of 

accelerando passage 

Repeated 

measures 

Total duration 

of recording 

Ditta Bartók-Pásztory 6.4 0 54” 

Edith Farnadi  6.8 0 1’02” 

Takashi Yamazaki 8.2 0 1’04” 

György Sándor 9.2 1 1’02” 

Dezső Ránki 9.7 2 1’01” 

Jenő Jandó 10.1 0 1’08” 

Akiko Papp 11.2 2 1’05” 

Zoltán Kocsis 13.2 2 1’08” 

Lóránt Szűcs 13.5 2 1’11” 

Lajos Kertész 14.8 2 1’19” 

Alejandro Hernández Ramírez 15.4 2 1’12” 

Gavin Arturo Gamboa 15.7 9 1’05” 

Claude Helffer 19.5 3 1’14” 

 

There could be several explanations for this observation. The pianists who 

choose a very fast tempo (especially Pásztory and Farnadi) may fear not reaching the 

Presto that is the goal of the accelerando; however, they also decline to repeat measures 

for some reason—when by playing additional measures, they could surely have chosen 

slower tempos. Do they think that freely adding extra measures should be an arbitrary 

intervention by the performer; at the same time, however, do they think that modifying 

other instructions is more acceptable? It seems that in order to literally follow the 

written notes, they do not hesitate to change (or ignore) other instructions. Moreover, 

considering that not playing extensive repetitions seems to be the general tendency, it is 

likely that even those who chose a slower tempo in these recordings (especially Kocsis, 

Szűcs, Kertész and Ramírez)—so they do not completely ignore tempo instructions—do 

accelerando within a pre-determined frame of how many measures they play. The 

beginning tempo and the mode of accelerando are modified so that they can play them 

convincingly.19 

I assume a general hierarchal relationship within the score that most of the 

pianists applied in these recordings: (1) written notes and measures; (2) tempo and 

                                                 
19 Indeed, most of the recordings are convincing in their own way. Being professional pianists, they know 

very well how a good performance should go; however, by fixing what they will play in advance, they 

surely seem to restrict the possibilities permitted by the composer. 
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dynamic instructions; and (3) other unusual instructions (rep[etitio] ad libitum). This 

hierarchy more or less coincides with that of errors in performance. Whereas the wrong 

notes can be the least tolerated, the different rendition of articulations or dynamics can 

be overlooked as a matter of interpretation. However, in the present case, this hierarchy 

is temporarily changed: (1) tempo and dynamic are the essence of this passage; (2) an 

unconventional instruction, rep[etitio] ad libitum, facilitates its better execution. The 

written notes determine what the pianists must play; however, to play or not to play the 

written-out measures exactly is the least important matter. 

Tempo questions—rallentando molto 

In the following section, I deal with tempo questions: the degree of the rallentando (mm. 

27–28) that determines the initial tempo, and the mode of execution of accelerando. 

First, I examine the rallentando that is seemingly neglected by many performers, as if it 

has no significance. However, a tactful pianist may observe its musical meaning. In the 

last measure of the second section, a snippet of a descending pentatonic scale, B-A-F-E, 

is played by the two hands together (Example 11). This figure is considered typically 

Hungarian: one can find it in Kodály’s Peacock Variations and in Bartók’s First String 

Quartet, for instance. 

 

Example 11. Excerpt from Mikrokosmos No. 103, a descending pentatonic scale marked by a 

bracket 

It must be obvious to Hungarian pianists who are very familiar with the 

importance of the pentatonic scale; still, not every Hungarian pianist is conscious of it, 

and it is not surprising that non-Hungarian pianists simply overlook it. While a Japanese 

pianist, Takashi Yamazaki, plays this motif as a bridge to the third section, György 

Sándor, Bartók’s pupil and a well-known Hungarian pianist, emphasises every note as if 

it has an independent beat. Unfortunately, after that, he rushes into the Presto; 

nonetheless, his execution of this measure is one of the best renditions. 
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Example 12. Mikrokosmos No. 103, from Bartók’s manuscript (PB59PID1–ID2), two descending 

pentatonic scales marked by (dashed) brackets.20 

This reading may be confirmed by the composer’s manuscript (Example 12). 

This version is considerably different from the final version; still, the descending 

pentatonic scale is present. In fact, here we find two conjunctive pentatonic scales: B-A-

F-E-C and F-E-C-B-A. Bartók first composed this passage with written-out 

deceleration and added rallentando later. In the final version, the degree of rallentando 

may not be the same as in the earlier version; still, the quavers in the final version are 

not merely passing notes forwarding to the beginning of the third section, but rather 

‘stressed’ notes leading to the destination of rallentando and diminuendo where the 

music seems to cease. Further, at the same time, from that note the extensive 

accelerando and crescendo begins. 

Tempo questions—accelerando and duration 

Having dealt with the question of rallentando, I will examine the accelerando that is 

tightly connected to this rallentando. Three different tendencies can be observed: (1) 

‘fast-achievers’ (especially Farnadi, Pásztory, Sándor and Ránki), who significantly 

accelerate in the first few measures; (2) ‘slow-starters’ (Helffer and possibly Kertész), 

who keep quite a slow tempo in the first several measures; and (3) ‘remainders’, who do 

not pace up so drastically as ‘fast-achievers’ but do not linger in slow tempo as ‘slow-

starters’ (see Figure 1a as well as Figure 1b in which the three tendencies are 

represented by the most characteristic recordings). Apparently, every type of rendition 

                                                 
20 PB59PID1–ID2 (PID means ‘Piano Intermediary Draft’) refers to a group of manuscripts made on a 

transparent sheet, so-called Lichtpaus, that was mainly used to make fair copies and can easily be 

reproduced in various means. In the present case, it contains an intermediary version of the piece. For 

more detail, see: Yusuke Nakahara, ‘Bartók’s Mikrokosmos: Genesis and Concepts of the Years 1932-

1934,’ (MA thesis, Budapest: the Liszt Academy of Music, 2012), 46–48. 
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can be acceptable as a possible reading; however, by considering the duration given by 

the composer, we can narrow the field to the most convincing candidate. 

 

Figure 1a. The tempo changes in 13 performances. 

 

Figure 1b. Three tendencies represented by the most characteristic recordings: (a) Pásztory as 

‘fast-achiever’; (b) Helffer as ‘slow-starter’; (c) Kocsis as ‘remainder’. 

Farnadi Pásztory Yamazaki Jandó Szűcs Ránki Kocsis

Ramírez Papp Kertész Sándor Helffer Gamboa

accelerando

Tempo of 
the 2nd 
section & 
rallentando

Initial 
tempo

Pásztory Kocsis Helffer

accelerando

Tempo of 
the 2nd 
section & 
rallentando

Initial 
tempo
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Bartók gave durations to his compositions after 1930 to prevent 

misunderstanding. The presumed reason for this decision was a recording of Allegro 

barbaro played by a military band, which actually became ‘Adagio barbaro’ because of 

an incorrect metronome instruction on the first edition: a crotchet was used instead of a 

half note as the basic note value.21 Thus, naturally, all the Mikrokosmos pieces have 

durations, which, according to Bartók’s practice, are derived from his own 

performances as presumably measured by a stopwatch.22 Bartók did not think, however, 

that the durations must be kept strictly. In the preface to Mikrokosmos, he writes the 

following: 

The metronome marks [and indicated duration], especially in the first, 

second and third books, should be considered as approximate indications 

only. Many of the first pieces may be played slower or faster than indicated. 

As progress is made deviation from the tempo given should not be 

encouraged and in the fifth and sixth books the [tempo] indications must be 

adhered to.23 

The Mikrokosmos piece in question can be found in the fourth volume. Although he 

regards the tempo indications should be kept in the later volumes, no mention is made 

of durations. Because tempo acceleration or deceleration may depend on a pianist’s 

style, talents, and so on, it does not make sense to enforce them to play under a 

predetermined duration. It is known that even Bartók himself occasionally deviated 

from his durations.24 

Still, considering that the indicated duration may reflect how Bartók played his 

work, it may give us a hint of how he might have played this Mikrokosmos piece, even 

compensating for the lack of a recording from him, to some extent. Based on 

calculations (Table 3), the first two sections should last 46 seconds, disregarding the 

rallentando at the end of the second section. If we presume it requires a few additional 

                                                 
21 Somfai, Bartók Composition, 255. 
22 Somfai, Bartók Composition, 256. 
23 Benjamin Suchoff (ed.), Béla Bartók Essays (London: Faber and Faber, 1976), 424. This English text 

does not coincide with the Hungarian text, possibly due to the hurried preparation (see footnote 2). In the 

original text, the last line originally refers to ‘time indications’ instead of ‘tempo indications’; however, it 

does not mean the duration at all. 
24  Although many pieces were played largely in the same duration, several pieces show significant 

difference, for instance, No. 144 ‘Minor Seconds, Major Sevenths’ takes more than 46 seconds longer 

than the written duration. All the durations of Bartók’s recordings can be found in the website of the 

Bartók Archives: see [Márton Kerékfy (ed.)], ‘Bartók’s Compositions: In Chronological Order,’ Bartók 

Archives, http://www.zti.hu/bartok/ba_en_06_m.htm?0101 
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seconds, about 25 seconds are given to play the third section, which is one-third of the 

total duration of 75 seconds. The accelerando passage in question must be played in 

about 20 seconds, which is derived by subtracting the last six measures in the Presto. 

Table 3. Calculations for the duration of Mikrokosmos No. 103 

 Number 

of notes 

Tempo Duration 

First section 115  [  = 368] 19” 

Second section 27   = 60 27” (disregarding rallentando) 

   (Subtotal of the first two sections: 46s; 

considering the rallentando, about 50s) 

Third section   Total: 25” 

accelerando passage   (20”?) 

Presto 30  [  = 420] (5”) 

Total   1’15” 

 

This calculation emphasises the importance of the accelerando passage within 

the third section, and it excludes a certain mode of execution of accelerando. If a pianist 

is to play the accelerando in under 20 seconds, which is largely the same with the entire 

first section, he or she must choose quite a slow tempo and step up the pace very 

gradually; thus, the ‘slow-starter’ is the most likely interpretation and ‘fast-achiever’ is 

clearly excluded. The repetition is not obligatory, if we literally interpret the word ‘ad 

libitum’; however, in order to naturally achieve a gradual acceleration, several 

repetitions are actually required. 

Conclusion 

This seemingly contradictory deduction is, however, by no means strange; a performer’s 

liberty means neither arbitrariness that permits everything, nor passivity that 

occasionally ignores the liberty ‘dictated’ by the notation. The performer’s task is, 

however, to decode something hiding beyond the notation. In this piece, while ad 

libitum offers great liberty, it is still in accordance with other musical factors: (1) 

extremely slow tempo implied not only by rallentando molto but also by descending 

Hungarian pentatonic scale; (2) many repetitions suggest a shift of emphasis from 
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written pitches to tempo and dynamics; (3) extensive accelerando that, according to the 

duration given by the composer, should be executed in considerably long period. 

Without any repetition, it is impossible to realise these points implied by the notation; 

however, without them, it does not make sense to simply repeat as many as one likes. 

(A recording played by my colleague, Míra Nagy, a doctoral student in piano, is 

attached to this paper, which was recorded by attempting to realise all these points. 

Although the recording is not perfect, the rallentando and gradual acceleration well 

represented by Sándor and Helffer, respectively, are combined in this performance.25) 

                                                 
25 After my presentation at the CMPCP conference, Alan Taylor mentioned that few further repetitions 

are needed. It is exactly what I noticed after she played this version; however, due to the lengthy 

recording session we made, we compromised with this one as the best result of the day. 


