Béla Bartók and Nikos Skalkottas
by Katy Romanou
Before speaking about similarities between Béla Bartók’s and Nikos
Skalkottas’ music, here is some helpful information on this Greek composer and on
the situation in Greece during his life and during the first stages of his work’s revival
and evaluation.
Nikos Skalkottas was born in 1904 in a small town north of Athens where he
was taught the violin by an uncle. In 1914 he entered the unique –at the time– and
recently founded music conservatory in Greece, the Conservatory of Athens. He
graduated in 1920 with the highest distinctions.1 A scholarship offered him the
possibility to continue his violin studies in the Berliner Musikhochschule with Willy
Hess. He enrolled in this class from 1921 to 1924, but being strongly inclined to
composition, he took lessons with Philip Jarnach and Kurt Weill (1923- 1926) and in
October 1927 he was accepted in Schoenberg’s Meisterschule of the Akademie der
Künste, where he was enrolled until September 1930,2 but was in contact with
Schoenberg and his class beyond this date.
Though successful as a young composer, his works being often performed in
contemporary music concerts and well accepted, he faced serious economic problems.
In August of 1930 Skalkottas came to Athens where he stayed five months trying to
find another scholarship. He conducted in Athens his Concerto for wind instruments
and attended performances of some of his chamber works.3 He returned to Berlin
with no scholarship and with very bitter impressions of the Athenian musical life, that
were however published in the periodical Musike Zoe [Musical Life] for which he
performed as a correspondent from Berlin in 1931. Skalkottas speaks about
«chauvinistic criticism», about wind instruments playing a semitone below the strings,
and about the impossibility of the unique at the time Athenian symphony orchestra to
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improve, because its musicians are very badly paid and have no interest in their
work.4
It is in those articles sent from Berlin, that Skalkottas expresses his admiration
for Béla Bartók. In one instance he writes about a performance of the two Rhapsodies
for violin and orchestra: «Those two rhapsodies by Béla Bartók are folkloristic works,
full with rhythm and superbly orchestrated. After Schoenberg, Bartók is without any
doubt the most interesting and serious musician of our times.»5 In another article,
commenting on Kodály’s Summer evening, he regrets that Kodály was no more
following Bartók, who «uses Hungarian folk songs with new harmonies,
contemporary forms and pure artistic freshness. Maybe he [Kodály] was not able to
find a way out in this direction, as did Bartók.»6
Though Skalkottas’ criticism on Kodály is erroneous, since Summer evening
was composed as early as 1906, it becomes obvious from his writings that he was
fairly well acquainted with the music of the two Hungarian composers, but especially
of Bartók. In fact, the composer Yiannis Constantinides (1903-1984), a very close
friend of Skalkottas during his Berlin years, recalls a Bartók week in Berlin, in 1923,
with the composer performing on the piano in some of his chamber music concerts.7
He also remembers having heard Bartók playing his 1st piano concerto, which might
be at the first world performance of the work, given in Frankfurt in July 1, 1927.8
Constantinides says also that Skalkottas was playing more often the piano than the
violin when he turned to composition, and that his ability with this instrument was
exceptional.
1931, the year the two Skalkottas articles were published, marks a dramatic
turn in his life. Schoenberg was absent from Berlin from October 1931 to May 1932;
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Skalkottas was in constant search of work to pay for his as well as his wife’s and
daughter’s living.9 Work in cinemas and night clubs was too frustrating, but also all
the more difficult to find and the situation was getting really bad. Among the few
opportunities to present himself as a composer in Berlin, in this period, one should
mention a concert on December 15 of 1931, introduced by Curt Sachs in a radio
program entitled «Griechische Stunde», in which Skalkottas accompanied on the
piano the Greek singers Margarita Perra and Costas Mylonas in his own arrangements
of 4 Greek songs. It seems that it was then that he conceived and started the
composition of his 36 Greek Dances for orchestra.10
In March 1933 Skalkottas came to Athens, leaving behind all his belongings,
including more than 60 works, in the hope to find the means to pay for his debts in
Berlin. (Eventually, his works were lost and only a few found after the war.) Political
and personal conditions trapped him in Athens, where musical life was dominated by
a belated National School of Romantic orientation. At his arrival, two and, later, three
orchestras shared the same poorly paid musicians and the same low quality.
Skalkottas worked during the day as a violinist in all three orchestras and did several
other jobs, such as copying music, and transcribing Greek folk dances and songs
recorded for a well organized folk music archive. At night he was composing,
completing more than 60 works, including the sets of 32 Piano Pieces and 36 Greek
Folk Dances for orchestra, counted as one work each.
When Nikos Skalkottas died in his 45th year in 1949, Greece was ravaged by
a civil war that completed the destruction of the Second World War.
Still, early in the 1950s the new music created in Darmstadt etc. was fast and
effectively propagated in Athens.
In 1961 a Society of Nikos Skalkottas friends was founded in Athens, that
received his archive from his family and undertook to publish and study his work.
In the 1960s Athens was overflowed with avant-garde music. Serialism and all
its derivates were introduced as a new musical faith, a «must» for all composers
respectful of themselves. What was important for the economic situation of the time,
this was music generously supported by institutions such as Goethe Institute, United
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States Information Service, Ford Foundation etc. Concerts were organized, lessons
were given, scholarships were granted, works were commissioned...A prosperity
unprecedented in the cultural history of modern Greece!
It did not take long before serialism was transformed in Athens more than
elsewhere into an academically established revolution. And I say «more than
elsewhere» because this new music was easily digested by musicians with no deep
roots in Western tradition.11
The discovery of Skalkottas’ work was well connected to this avant garde
music admiration because he was a Schoenberg student and because the person who
was in charge of his archive (Yannis Papaioannou), was also a leading figure in
several organizations of contemporary music, such as a workshop of Contemporary
Music in the Goethe Institute of Athens (1962), the Greek branch of the International
Society for Contemporary Music (1964) and a Greek League of Contemporary music
(1965).
The image of Nikos Skalkottas presented, was that of an avant-garde
composer of his time, whose forced return to the stagnant and suppressing
environment of Athens in 1933 obliged him to write tonal music and music inspired
by Greek folk dances and songs.
The first catalogue of his works, compiled by Yannis Papaioannou, sorted his
music in good and less good, in twelve-tone or atonal, and in tonal or folkloristic.12
Cold war politics partitioned Skalkottas’ work exactly like Bartók’s.13
In Skalkottas’ homeland, on the other side of the iron curtain from Bartok’s
homeland, his good music was analyzed by the detection of the series and his
creativity was evaluated by the number of series he used in each work, as this was
measuring the degree of his independence from his teacher.
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Recently, a younger generation of performers and researchers unaffected by
Cold War cultural dichotomy, is gradually drawing up a less biased picture of the
composer.
Skalkottas was a free spirit and his musical perception was penetrating. Even
under the spell of Schoenberg’s personality, he was observing his music’s
«aggressiveness and problematic sonority»;14 he was enjoying Stravinsky’s
«humorous pleasure and his ironic playing with both classic and modern
composers»15 and , as already said, he was admiring Bartók’s treatment of folk music
and the inspiration he got from it. His music shows evidence of all three influences, as
well as Kurt Weill’s and other contemporary composers. Equally evident is his deep
knowledge of western traditional literature, the study of which constituted in fact
Schoenberg’s composition lessons.16
It is now certain that Skalkottas did not share his teacher’s opinion on
«synthetic national music, bred like horses or plants»,17 and that the possibility to
follow Bartók’s direction occupied his thought during the Berlin years (It should be
stressed that Skalkottas’ relation to folk music was genuine, as in his childhood he
lived in an environment where folk music was everyday music).
The similarity of much of his music to Bartok’s is not exemplified only in the
numerous cases where folk or folkish themes, rhythms and modes are used, but also in
a character of purity, truth and sentimental immediacy through restraint and
concision, or at times, of a strongly anti-romantic earthly strength; a character that
might be associated with the understanding of the elemental nature of Eastern
European folk music.
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Examples where this character is prominent exist in all Skalkottas’ works,
regardless of the method employed for their composition. Indeed, there is no period in
Skalkottas’ live in which he composed exclusively serial music, whereas, his
application of the method is extremely free. He was never trapped or abandoned to its
headship. He wrote in 1931: «Αim of the inventor of the twelve-tone method is to
create a system similar to that of the seven-tone method, namely, a system capable to
control and accumulate all modern musical material in a solid modern system. The
principal points of the system are a) the exclusion of octaves, as far as possible, b) the
transparency of writing and c) taking advantage of the immense horizon of
polyphonic and harmonic treatment». He repeats several times that the twelve-tone
method «is not a medical recipe», commenting that such a reproach could be also
justified regarding the seven-tone method. 18
Skalkottas’ treatment of the method is closer to Alban Berg’s; he uses many series,
and builds his forms on tonal and modal schemes. But his music differs from Alban
Berg’s in its strong anti-romantic feeling.
Skalkottas’ First Piano Concerto, one of the few works preserved from his Berlin
years, is a perfect example of the fact that his application of the twelve-tone method
did not interfere with neither the technique nor the character of the music, both of
which are much closer to Bartók’s than Schoenberg’s (or Berg’s, concerning the
character).
Regarding the technique, in this twelve-tone composition of 1931 the 27
years old composer works with motives recognizable in their variations such as
inversions, chromatic extensions or diatonic contractions and treats them
symmetrically. Regarding the character, the music is unveiled and unaffected. It
expresses a forceful love for life and genial feelings. Following are two examples
from the concerto’s first movement: A robust manly Greek folk dance, with its
powerful non aggressive stepping on the sunny earth [example 1], and a nostalgic
pastoral melody [example 2].
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Example 1

Example 2

In Skalkottas’ Violin Sonata, written in 1925, the similarities to Bartok’s
music are easier to expose convincingly: A remarkably “Bartókian” modal theme,
combining whole tone and octatonic segments [example 3], is exposed right in the
beginning and becomes a fundamental idea in all four movements.

Example 3

It takes a scherzando character in the third movement [example 4].

Example 4

In the fourth movement, inverted, it becomes the second segment of a fugal
theme where intervals of a second prevail [example 5]. Symmetry, (perceived both
horizontally and vertically, both in the overall form and in the construction and
developmental treatment of its themes19), plays an important role in this fugue. At the
peak of a dynamic crescendo, the fugal theme appears inverted and the fundamental
modal theme is markedly displayed.
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Example 5

This dense but transparent fugal finale is preceded and followed by a short
adagio quasi recitativo, where the interval of a third is prominent. Its resemblance to
Bartok’s parlando or night-music passages, is noteworthy [example 6].

example 6

