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I first met Balint Vazsonyi in 1966 — or was it 1965? If I am unclear 
about the date, that is because I feel that I knew him all my life, and a 
year here or there means nothing. In those days I was a music producer at 
the British Broadcasting Corporation in London, specializing in the 
preparation of piano recitals for national broadcasting. One day I was 
sitting in my office and I received a communication from Balint, whom I 
had not at that time met. He wanted to send me a rare tape of Ernst von 
Dohnanyi's last piano recital, which had been recorded in 1959 at Florida 
State University, Tallahassee, where Balint had been Dohnanyi's pupil. 
Would there be a chance of my hearing it, and perhaps arranging for a 
BBC broadcast? he asked me. I told him to send it in, and I would give 
him my response. 

That was the beginning of a life-long friendship. I liked the 
Dohnanyi tape very much, and it became the basis of a 90 minute 
documentary on the composer's life and work that was broadcast by the 
BBC a few months later. London was full of Hungarian expatriates, and I 
managed to interview several who had either been Dohnanyi's students or 
who had known him well in earlier days — among them Ilona Kabos, 
Louis Kentner, Georg Solti, Bela Siki, Antal Dorati, and of course Balint 
himself. 

That was how our thirty-five year friendship began. Shortly 
afterwards I engaged Balint to give a solo piano recital for the BBC, 
which included Schumann's Carnaval and Bartok's Allegro Barbaro. On 
another occasion he came to the BBC studios to record Beethoven's 
Sonata in C minor, op. I l l , a work for which he never lost his passion. I 
also recall a stimulating recording session when he taped a performance 
of Liszt's Sonata in B minor. He had brought along a sizeable coterie of 
friends and colleagues to the studio in order to hear his performance, and 



afterwards we all had a lively discussion about the importance of this 
work. The reason why Balint brought his friends into the studio only 
became apparent after I had got to know him well. I think that he pre-
ferred playing to people, rather than face the loneliness of the recording 
studio, with the ever clinical, ever critical microphone as his only com-
panion, and the even more critical recording engineer locked away in a 
glassed-in, sound-proofed cubicle. These were stimulating occasions for 
me. Most artists used to turn up at the studio, record the recital, perhaps 
do a couple of retakes, and then vanish. Balint lingered. He liked to be a 
part of the editing process, to observe what went on backstage. We 
frequently chatted about the music he had played. I quickly realised that 
he had an uncommon grasp of musical analysis and musical history, and 
that he had a definite point of view on musical interpretation, and on 
practically every other topic besides. As our friendship grew deeper so did 
our conversations. They ranged across history, politics, psychology, and 
(above all) music. At that time I was about to publish a Schumann 
Symposium, and I invited Balint to contribute an essay on the solo piano 
works. This he did with conspicuous success. His chapter remains one of 
the best in the book.2 

I would sometimes see him on an almost weekly basis. He and 
his wife Barbara would come to my place in Hampstead for dinner; more 
frequently I would go to theirs in Bayswater, and later to their house in 
Chambers Lane, North London, since Barbara was a better cook than I 
was. It was there that I got to know their son Miki (who has remained a 
close friend ever since) and also Balint's mother who paid frequent visits 
to the family from her adopted home in Switzerland. We had a large 
circle of musical acquaintances in those days, which included Daniel 
Barenboim, Jacqueline du Pres, Marta Argerich, and Stephen Bishop 
among others. I well recall one of our earliest after-dinner conversations. 
Balint was bemoaning the fact that Dohnanyi had fallen into general 
neglect, particularly in his native Hungary. 

This was in the late 1960s. He spoke with such vehemence that I 
suggested he ought to consider writing a biography of his famous teacher. 
It had a salutary effect on the conversation, and I knew that I had struck 
a chord. The next time we met, Balint proudly displayed a set of box-
files, which he had meanwhile acquired in order to start what was to 
become a comprehensive filing system on all things pertaining to Doh-
nanyi. Work on the biography progressed swiftly and within a couple of 
years the Hungarian language edition was ready. (It was re-issued last 



year to general acclaim). From the beginning it was always my hope that 
Balint would first publish his biography in English, but he argued that it 
was Hungary which stood in most urgent need of the book, and the 
English translation could wait. He later told me that "translation" was the 
wrong word to describe the English version of his text which would in 
every respect be larger and more comprehensive than anything in the 
Hungarian edition. I am told that four or five of the projected nine 
chapters of the English version were complete at the time of Balint's 
death, and there are plans to have the Hungarian edition translated into 
English and to incorporate these new chapters within it. But whatever 
happens, Balint will always be remembered as the father of Dohnanyi 
research. His book broke new ground and was largely responsible for the 
dramatic re-assessment of Dohnanyi's place in Hungary's musical life that 
is going on today. 

It is a sad fact that praise for an individual is usually reserved for 
the eulogy, and is rarely handed out during his lifetime. Why is that? 
Why are we reluctant to praise people while they are still alive, and only 
too ready to praise them once they have passed away? There is no simple 
answer, but whatever it is, it runs deep in human psychology. I'm very 
glad that I celebrated Balint's gifts as often as I did, both in public and in 
private; I was enormously impressed not only with his grasp of music but 
with his wider abilities as a communicator of stimulating ideas. 

Balint was typical of many Hungarian intellectuals who have 
mastered the English language to such a degree that they often put the 
natives to shame. He worked hard to acquire total fluency, of course, but 
when I first met him, in the mid 1960s, there were still traces of Hungar-
ian in the way that he constructed his spoken English, and we sometimes 
joked about it. These were soon to vanish during the years he spent in 
England; but his accent remained unique. I am glad that he did not show 
the slightest interest in eradicating it, because it was an essential part of 
his personality. That voice was unmistakable. Shortly after I had arranged 
his first BBC broadcast (an interview on Dohnanyi for the aforementioned 
documentary programme), he heard his voice coming out of the studio 
speakers and went into mild shock; "My God," he muttered, "it sounds as 
if my vocal cords are located in my stomach." I was forced to agree. It 
was not unlike a quartet of bassoons. The sound was irredeemably 
Magyar, and I loved it, because it lent personality and colour to his 
commentary. But it was his passion for the English language that struck 
me with force; it was a passion he never lost. 



Language and ideas go hand in hand, so it is hardly surprising 
that Balint had soon developed into a formidable debater. I often thought 
that had he not been a musician he could have become an excellent 
lawyer. The only drawback there, of course, is that he would have been 
prone to start arguments on points of law with the judge, and that might 
have jeopardized his cases. The longest conversation I ever had with him 
lasted for eight hours. It took place on board a Pan Am flight from 
Heathrow Airport to New York, in the late 1960s. We were arguing about 
the respective merits of four or five concert pianists currently appearing 
on the world platform. He did not like any of them, because they lacked 
gravitas. I recall that he described the tone of one international pianist as 
"Like driving nails into a coffin," a remark that always returned to haunt 
me whenever I heard recordings of the player in question. Of another 
pianist he remarked that he had fingers like spaghetti. And this is the dish 
that comes to mind whenever I see his CDs in the record shops. 

Balint was a brilliant lecturer, and could speak for an hour or 
more without notes, holding his audience spellbound. He was never one 
to suffer fools gladly, however. I have seen him explode with impatience 
at some comment or other which revealed the incompetence of the person 
in whose company he was at that moment unfortunate enough to find 
himself. But I always admired his willingness to stand in harm's way 
when a principle he held dear was at stake. 

Despite his superior intelligence Balint was not an iconoclast. He 
was in fact a great popularizer of music. He thought that music should 
belong to everyone — not just to the experts. That is why he formed his 
television company and started to make a series of documentary pro-
grammes based on the lives of the great composers. Initially they were to 
have been called "The Royal Road from Bach to Bartok," but only four 
programmes were made before the money ran out. They were devoted to 
the four composers with whom Balint was closely associated: Mozart, 
Schubert, Beethoven, and Brahms. They were widely and often shown in 
North America, and give ample proof of Balint's skills as a communica-
tor. 

Some of Balint's ideas were special, and they still provoke 
thought. Let me mention two of them. He was convinced that the English 
language itself promoted fundamental ideas such as liberty and freedom; 
that it enabled the expression of such concepts to flourish in a way denied 
to other languages. In brief, had the Founding Fathers spoken German, 
Russian, or Swahili, the Declaration of Independence would have taken a 



different form, indeed might not have been written at all. The notion runs 
deep. Thought not only develops language; language develops thought. 

The other idea is purely musical, and concerns the Beethoven 
piano sonatas. Balint argued that the 32 Sonatas — unlike the 9 Sympho-
nies and 18 String Quartets — represent a unity. In other words, they 
reveal more similarities than differences, like brothers from the same 
family, and in a profound sense are really one work -— the separate 
Sonatas being, so to speak, mere fragments of the whole. And he went 
further. He argued that you can't understand any individual Sonata unless 
you understand them all — that they all throw light on one another. That 
was a tall order for many musicians to accept, so Balint set about proving 
his hypotheses by playing all thirty-two Sonatas in public, across an entire 
weekend. It was a formidable undertaking, drew a lot of newspaper 
coverage, and I believe that he did it both in London and again in New 
York.3 

Balint also had a special sense of humour. I do not ever recall 
him re-telling old jokes — which are all too often a substitute for real 
humour, told by people who lack it. Formal humour seemed to hold no 
interest for Balint. His was comedy on the run, so to speak, a spontaneous 
attempt to make fun of a current situation, or some comment he had just 
over-heard. To spend an evening in his company was not unlike walking 
a tightrope: you think you knew how it would turn out, but there was 
always the element of the surprise. One example among many springs to 
mind. I was once invited to join him and Barbara for dinner. They both 
knew that a favourite dish of. mine was Hungarian goulash, so Barbara 
had gone to a lot of trouble to prepare a large bowl of it in their kitchen. 
At the appointed time she wheeled it into the dining room, only to have 
the front wheels of the trolley hit a small ledge on the floor. The trolley 
stopped abruptly but the bowl of goulash continued moving inexorably 
forward until it landed on my back and shoulders. Naturally we didn't 
stop laughing for the rest of the evening. A week or so later I sent Balint 
the dry-cleaning bill. He returned it with the comment that it was not the 
fault of Barbara's goulash that I happened to be in the way. I was not 
about to let the incident pass. The next time I joined him and Barbara for 
dinner, I opened a large umbrella just as Barbara started to serve the 
soup. Again the evening was rocked with laughter, and many subsequent 
ones too, as we re-lived the incident. Ever afterwards, Hungarian goulash 
and English umbrellas were linked in our collective imaginations. 



Balint was involved in many struggles during his chequered life. 
Some he won, others he lost. His last great battle was against cancer, an 
adversary over which he secured a striking victory. While the illness 
claimed his body, it completely failed to claim his personality. (How 
often do we see the reverse: a body that survives but contains a personal-
ity that is hardly worthy of the name.) I telephoned him just a few days 
before he died, and he was making light of everything, even indulging in 
some jokes at the expense of his chemo-therapy, one of whose side-
effects had been (so he told me) to change his complexion. After examin-
ing himself in the mirror he was at that moment likening himself to "the 
phantom of the opera" and he informed me (when we had both stopped 
laughing) that henceforth he would only leave his apartment building at 
night wearing a mask, and perhaps even audition for a role in that long-
running musical. That was music, incidentally, that he abhorred. Some-
thing else we had in common. Sorry, Lord Andrew Lloyd Webber, you 
can't win them all. 

And now the time has come, as it was bound to come, for me to 
say a last farewell to my old friend, and try to get used to the idea of no 
longer having him with me. I often find myself contemplating the various 
problems going on in the world today, both great and small, some of 
them having to do with the arts, others having to do with the awful 
political difficulties facing the world at the present time, and I catch 
myself asking the question: "What would Balint say? What would he 
recommend?" He would of course have a very great deal to say, a very 
great deal to recommend, and I like to think that wherever he is today he 
is probably looking down on us, rather mockingly, and growling in the 
"quartet-of-bassoons" voice of his: "The solution is so simple. It's staring 
you in the face. Why can't you see it." 

I have often asked myself what was the driving force behind 
Balint's strong personality. It can be summed up in one phrase: "the 
pursuit of excellence." He was an idealist, and if he suspected a compro-
mise, he could be highly critical. But there is a down-side to the search 
for perfection. If he thought that he himself had got something wrong, 
had compromised a principle, he could be harder on himself than he was 
on others. Those moments of self-censure were the price' he paid in order 
to do things well. 

When Miki telephoned me with the sad news of Balint's death I 
was in London, unable to attend the funeral. Even though we were 
separated by four thousand miles or more, during the memorial service 



my thoughts were with the family, as they have been ever since: with 
Balint's beautiful wife Barbara, with his brilliant son Miki, with their 
daughter-in-law Agnes and with their grandchild Leah. I wrote to Barbara, 
and quoted some words of a Roman philosopher, with which I would like 
to end this tribute this evening. 

"It is not when a man is born that one should rejoice, but rather 
when he has died — if he has lived well." Balint did live well. We can 
rejoice in his life. He developed his talents to an extraordinary degree, 
and I count myself fortunate that he counted me as a friend. Meanwhile I 
shall miss the complex pleasures of his company. Goodbye, dear Balint. 
I will never forget you. 

NOTES 

' This text is based on a lecture delivered at the Hungarian Embassy, 
Washington, D.C. on April 22, 2003. 

Balint Vazsonyi was a concert pianist and a regular columnist for The 
Washington Times. His biography on Dohnanyi (Dohnanyi Erno [Budapest: 
Zenemukiado, 1971]) was published in a second, expanded Hungarian edition 
(Budapest: Nap kiado, 2002). His most recent book, America's 30 Years War: 
Who is Winning? (Washington, D.C.: Regenry; Lanham, MD: National Book 
Network) was published in 1998. 

2 "The Solo Piano Cycles," in Robert Schumann: The Man and His 
Music," a symposium edited by Alan Walker (London: Barrie and Jenkins, 1972), 
68-92. 

3 In fact, the complete Beethoven sonata cycle was performed in both 
London and New York during the 1976-77 season. 




