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c grew up in a modest apartment of two
rooms shared by our family of four. My
mother was a music teacher and my father a

professor at the famed Liszt Academy in Budapest.

In the evenings at home, my sister and I would often

hear music by Chopin, Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and

Liszt being played in the next room by our father,

who was an accomplished pianist. For the four of us,

living with music was the norm.

T am sitting in a bustling coffee shop in Hanover,
and opposite me is Zsolt Gardonyi. The German-
Hungarian composer, organist and musicologist
turns 70 this year, and represents the third of four
generations of Gardonyi musicians. His paternal
grandmother was a contemporary of Béla Barték at
the Liszt Academy in Budapest; his father, Zoltdn,
who died 30 years ago, went on from studies with
Kodaly and Hindemith to become a distinguished
composer; and his son, Daniel, is an accomplished
professional organist.

Given his family background, it was inevitable
that Zsolt would gravitate towards music, taking his
earliest piano lessons with his mother from the age
of five, and spending many hours improvising and
experimenting at the keyboard during his child-
hood: ‘At home, my father’s illuminating answers
to every question | had about music fuelled my
enthusiasm for the subject. Much of my musical
knowledge seems to have been acquired simply by
“osmosis”. As a teenager, for example, I learned a
great deal by playing piano duet arrangements of
Beethoven symphonies with my father, who, when I
was 12 or 13, gave me a formal and extremely inten-
sive course in classical harmony and counterpoint
(two double lessons a week over the course of the
summer), His understanding and skill in teaching
the relationship between theory and practice helped
me to gain a deeper understanding of the vivid and
crucial connections between repertoire, improvisa-
tion and composition. When I became a professor
in Germany 20 years later, I realised that these two
months of study in particular had formed the basis
of everything I had achieved in my career, whether
as an organist, teacher, composer or theorist.

As in other communist countries such as the
GDR, studying the organ in Hungary was not
without its difficulties: “The organ was viewed as an
instrument of the church, and organists, to some
extent, as “class enemies”. However, a desire of the
state, for cultural reasons, to hold a series of concerts
on the large Walcker organ at the Liszt Academy, and
to produce virtuosic concert organists capable of
competing successfully on the international stage,
secured the future of organ studies in Budapest. At
the same time, it was forbidden to perform chorale-
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based works in concerts and examinations; and
Messiaen’s organ works could only be performed
with “edited” titles: for example, | remember hearing
“Dieu parmi nous” performed under the heading
“Toccata” in 1963,

Following studies in Budapest, Gardonyi received
special permission — ‘something of a miracle at this
time!’ — to travel to the Netherlands on a study trip
in 1968, From there, he was able to settle in West
Germany, a country where his family also has roots.
Building on the extremely high standard of teach-
ing and music-making that distinguished the Liszt
Academy during the 1960s, he was able to gain three
diplomas from Detmold after just two years.

It was during these years that composers such
as Frank Martin and Olivier Messiaen were to
make a profound and lasting impact on the young
Gérdonyi. In October 1969, he visited Frank Martin
at his home in Naarden (Netherlands) where, to his
astonishment, Martin presented him with signed
copies of his Passacaglia and Senata da chiesa. Some
years later, having recorded La nativité du Seigneur,

- Composer, organist
and musicologist Zsolt
Gardonyi: ‘Living with
music was the norm’

¥ Asayoung compaoser,
GArdonyi was to be
influenced by Frank
Martin and Olivier
Moessiaen, as well as the
Jjazz of Oscar Peterson

he and Messiaen corresponded about the record-
ing and about Gardonyi’s cantata Davids Danklied,
which had just been published by Birenreiter. &
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